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 5 

Introduction 

In Chicago, John wakes up in his apartment to the sound of his alarm. As he lies in bed, he reaches 

for his phone. He opens his CNN app to read the news that has come in since last night, and continues 

to check his email and Facebook accounts to see if any new buyers for his art have contacted him. 

Later that morning in a small town in Indiana, Mariah has just sent her kids off to school and said 

goodbye to her husband, and is home alone for a few minutes before she, too, needs to leave for 

work. While YouTube is running on the family computer, showing a catholic sermon in Spanish, she 

opens WhatsApp to record a good morning message to her mother in Mexico. In the afternoon, in a 

university town in Wisconsin, Kathy is busy with her classes, but finds time to chat with her long-

distance boyfriend through her laptop, and Snapchat with her friends from New York using her 

smartphone. In the evening, Molly, from an Illinois suburb, needs to catch up on work. She runs an 

online course on mediation law, and needs to give online feedback to the students. Like always, she 

uses her laptop that never leaves the office in her house. At night, back in Chicago, Donna is trying to 

fall asleep, so she puts on a YouTube video of a ballet on her iPad – something, she says, that always 

helps make her eyes heavy. 

As the examples show, the internet is widespread in many people’s daily lives, and is present from 

the moment they wake up, to the moment they fall asleep. It transcends the many contexts people 

find themselves in during the day, as they are able to go online in their homes, during their commutes, 

at work, when they’re having dinner with friends or are on vacation. Further, people use the internet 

for a plethora of daily activities: They use it to stay in contact with friends and family, to do their job, 

to get the news, practice their religion, do their daily chores, enjoy leisure and more. In that way, 

people use the internet at anytime, anywhere and for anything. And as such, although the internet is 

a fairly recent technology – it was invented 50 years ago at the time of writing, began to enter the 
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private home and the workplace less than 30 years ago, and has only been mobile for less than 15 – 

its presence in daily life has become habitual and routine, and many people depend on it to the point 

where they cannot imagine getting things done without it. But how did it come to be so ubiquitous, 

and what are the functions offered by the internet that makes it so prevalent in people’s lives? And 

further, how do people in the United States use, valuate and manage the internet in their daily lives? 

These are the questions that this dissertation departs from.  

To do so, the dissertation presents a series of three articles that are joined together by a shared 

framework. The dissertation is based on qualitative fieldwork carried out in the states of Illinois, 

Wisconsin and Indiana in the latter half of 2017. Here, I spoke to a wide variety of people about their 

lives, their social circles, their values and their communication habits – specifically as they involved 

the internet. My focus was broad: I wanted to get an understanding of how they use and make sense 

of the internet as a communication technology that cuts across different spheres of daily life, and to 

study how the internet interacts and intersects with their other communication practices. The 

perspectives provided by the participants gave valuable insights into how they each, in different ways, 

made use of the internet. It also highlighted how they deliberated on, with themselves or with others, 

their strategies about when to include or exclude the internet from certain aspects of their lives. 

However, it quickly became apparent that in order to understand the role of the internet in everyday 

life, it would not be enough to examine the everyday life of individuals. That is, while the fieldwork 

could uncover how people’s choices related to the internet were informed by their sociocultural 

milieus, and by the structure of their daily lives, it left behind a closed black box: Namely, how the 

internet as a shared technology affected the kind of choices available to people. I attempt to open 

this black box in the framework for the articles. 

The dissertation grows out of a larger project entitled the Peoples’ Internet (Jensen, n.d.). 

Consequently, besides providing valuable insights and contributions on its own terms, the 

dissertation also seeks to fulfill a particular role within that project. The Peoples’ Internet project 

compares internet uses in China, Europe and the US using multiple methods: First, it employs big 

data analysis to produce precise descriptions of internet usage across national contexts. Second, it 

implements population surveys that question people on their media uses, communication patterns 

and general activities, to map how internet uses relate to different aspects of daily life. Third, the 

project uses ethnographic fieldwork to examine how people make sense of the interrelations of the 
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internet and their everyday routines, and, together with fieldworks in China and in Denmark, my 

dissertation makes up this ethnographic element of the project. Thus, when deciding on the 

particular way in which to examine internet uses in the United States, I have simultaneously paid 

attention to how my dissertation would best complement and enrich the other parts of the project. 

This has had an influence, not least, on the choice of the method for data collection, as the 

methodological considerations were worked out in collaboration with my colleagues conducting 

fieldwork in China and Denmark to ensure the best possible foundation for cross-cultural analysis.  

 

Contributions 

Empirical  

Through the focus on how people in the United States make use of the internet in their various daily 

activities, I contribute to the body of literature that examines internet uses in everyday life. Previous 

literature has often delimited their focus in one of three ways: First, by centering on specific platforms 

like for example social media (boyd, 2017; Costa, 2018; Miller et al., 2016) or online games (Poels, 

Ijsselsteijn, & de Kort, 2015; Thorhauge & Gregersen, 2019). Second, by examining specific media 

such as the computer (K. Anderson, Nafus, Rattenbury, & Aipperspach, 2009),  the mobile phone 

(Ling & Donner, 2009; Thorhauge & Lomborg, 2016) or the internet of things (Guo, Zhang, & Wang, 

2011). Third, by studying specific contexts such as the home (Bakardjieva, 2005) or activities such as 

dating (Lawson & Leck, 2006).  

A few have, however, approached the study of the internet in everyday life by adopting a perspective 

that centers on the individual user (Beneito-Montagut, 2011; Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012; Hepp, 

Berg, & Roitsch, 2014), and it is through this particular focus that my empirical contributions are 

made. That is, through the dissertation, I expand on the understanding of how communication 

practices involving the internet interact and intersect with other communication practices in a 

person’s daily life, in whatever contexts they find themselves. In doing so, I make two distinct 

empirical contributions: 

First, through the analysis in article two, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning 

Technology in the Organization of Practices”, I investigate how people valuate the internet as a 
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technology that can widen the spatial and temporal confines of where and when they can conduct 

different practices, for instance by making it possible to respond to work emails while grocery 

shopping, or to shop online while at work. I then examine how those valuations relate to, and are 

manifested in, different internet uses. This analysis sheds light on how people experience and 

incorporate the internet in the organizing of their daily life across social contexts and technological 

platforms. 

Second, in article three, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication 

Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, I collaborate with Signe Sophus Lai and Fiona Huijie Zeng 

(who carried out fieldwork in Denmark and China respectively), to examine the deliberations people 

have, across cultures, when deciding how to interact with their social networks. The article places 

particular focus on the relation between technologically mediated communication, of which the 

internet is part, and face to face communication – a focus that has often been neglected (see for 

instance, Hasebrink and Domeyer (2012) who show how people intertwine media in their daily life 

through a mapping of their media repertoires, while ignoring how media intertwines with face to face 

interactions). Through this focus, the article adds to the understanding of how and why people will 

choose one form of communication over another. 

 

Methodological 

My examination of how people’s internet uses interact and intersect with other types of 

communication in a person’s daily life was made possible by a particular data collection approach – 

an approach which constitutes my main methodological contribution. The approach was designed to 

“follow people” (Marcus, 1995) as they move across different platforms, media and contexts, in order 

to form a holistic view of people’s communication practices: It combines recurrent interviews with 

communication diaries (Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) are among the first to combine diaries and 

interviews), and its main contribution is that it offers a way to stay close to people, even in intimate 

contexts such as the bedroom or a family dinner, without getting in the way. The data collection 

approach was designed in collaboration with my previously mentioned colleagues, and implemented 

in each of the three national contexts, China, Denmark and the US, so as to collect comparable data. 

The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 
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media and contexts”, explains how the approach achieves the aim of staying close to the participants 

in the study without getting in the way by implementing a diary, which allowed people to report their 

media uses throughout the day, through whichever platform or media that best fit their 

communication habits and current activities. 

 

Theoretical 

I make three distinct theoretical contributions. The first stems from the coupling of infrastructure 

studies (Plantin, Lagoze, Edwards, & Sandvig, 2018; Sandvig, 2013) with ethnographic, user-centered 

perspectives. Through this coupling, I address a theoretical split that has been prevalent from studies 

of literature and film through to studies of mass media and the internet: Namely that of a focus on 

either the production or the reception of a text (such as literature, film, news) or of a technological 

artefact (such as the television or the internet). That is, although my main focus is on people, and my 

contributions to the literature derive from my examination of how people in the United States use 

the internet in their daily lives, I argue that those uses cannot be understood without also mapping 

the conditions that make such uses possible – and others impossible. 

The second theoretical contribution springs from article two, “Managing Context Collapses. The 

Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the Organization of Practices”, and centers on the field of 

practice theory (Schatzki, 1996). In the article, I examine the relationship between what people do 

with media and what they say about media-related activities. Thereby, I clarify the understanding of 

how “doings” and “sayings” interrelate in constituting both concrete actions and wider practices, 

with implications both for the field of practice theory and for media and communication research. 

The third theoretical contribution is made to social ties theory, and springs from the cross-cultural 

analysis carried out in article three, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”. Through the article, I, and my co-authors, 

contribute to social ties theory by examining how different social tie functions (Haythornthwaite, 

2005; Small, 2017) and measurements (Granovetter, 1973) relate to different forms of 

communication on the one hand, and different social and cultural contexts on the other. In that way, 

we show how social ties theory can be extended to elucidate people’s deliberations when deciding 

how they wish to communicate with different social ties.  
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Structure 

The dissertation consists of three articles which are joined by a framework, and is divided into two 

thematic parts: The first part concentrates on the effects of the internet infrastructure on uses, while 

the second part focuses on actual uses of the internet as cultural practices. 

Chapter one, Configuring the Internet makes up the infrastructural part of the dissertation, and 

examines technological, economic and regulatory aspects of the historical development of the 

internet. In the chapter, I assert that the internet determines internet uses in the first instance (Hall, 

1986), and discuss the analytical and theoretical implications of such a statement. With reference to 

a series of significant internet developments, and to data from the fieldwork, emphasis is placed on 

how those developments have influenced the way people engage with the internet infrastructure – 

as users of a technology, as consumers in a digital marketplace, and as citizens with particular rights.  

After the presentation of how infrastructural configurations influence people’s communicative 

choices, chapter two, Using the Internet, introduces the second part of the dissertation, and presents 

the argument that people are also steered in their communicative choices by cultural predilections: 

By values, beliefs, norms and attitudes, and by their general meaning-making of the world around 

them. Building on the work of James Carey (2009), the chapter outlines a conceptualization of how 

cultural dispositions lend form to, and are expressed through, communication: how culture informs 

uses of the internet.  

The following chapter, Introduction to Articles places the three articles within the general framework 

outlined in the first two chapters, and briefly summarizes how each article extends the user-centered 

perspective initiated in the chapter on internet use as a cultural practice.  

The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 

media and contexts”, co-written with Signe Sophus Lai and Fiona Huijie Zeng, presents the research 

design used to collect the ethnographic data that is the basis of this dissertation. Briefly, the article 

outlines a data collection approach that captures individuals’ unique communication habits, and 

which allows for an analysis of how the internet interacts and intersects with other forms of 

communication. 
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The second article, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the 

Organizing of Practices”, presents a study of how people use the internet in the structuring of daily 

life. It builds on the premise that the internet has the capacity to collapse offline contexts, essentially 

making it possible to perform several practices in previously unrelated settings, and examines how 

people valuate that capacity, and how those valuations are manifested in actual uses of the internet.  

The third article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns 

in China, Denmark and the US” outlines five criteria that people consider, across cultures, when 

deciding how to communicate with, and make themselves available to, their social ties. Further, 

through the cross-cultural comparison, the article examines the influence of cultural differences on 

the way people evaluate each of the five criteria, and, consequently, on how they negotiate which 

communication channel to use when communicating with different people in different situations. 

Finally, the Conclusion synthesizes the insights gained from the dissertation as a whole, reflects on 

the contributions made, and points to future research. 

 

As a final note: Throughout the dissertation, I include data examples from my fieldwork. In order to 

get a better understanding of the 17 participants, their lives and their attitudes toward the internet, 

I refer readers to Appendix A: The People, for brief participant descriptions. 
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Part I 
 

Infrastructure
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Configuring the Internet 

Conditioning Infrastructural Developments 

To almost all of the participants in this study, the internet serves as an integral part of their daily life, 

and is seamlessly employed in a myriad of activities. However, its technological properties, the 

market it supports and the way it is regulated are by no means givens. The internet was developed 

and diffused within a society with specific economic and political arrangements, which are reflected 

in the way the internet has taken shape (Abbate, 1999, 2017; Hughes, 1987). In this chapter, I wish 

to outline the history of the internet, and discuss how its developments are conditioned by the 

configuration of the technological innovations that are combined to make up the hardware and 

software of the internet infrastructure; the economic systems that build on that infrastructure; and 

the regulatory philosophies that balance the relationship between technology, market, and users. 

What guides my emphasis between the three domains is how they each, at different times, affected 

how people were able to use the internet. In this way, this chapter, which also makes up the 

infrastructural part of this dissertation, serves as a historical framework for the analysis of everyday 

uses of the internet in the United States, presented in the articles to come. It presents the internet 

as a product of a specific power dynamic: a material artefact with embedded agency that forms a 

field of possible action for people or institutions. By embedded agency I mean to evoke Melvin 

Kranzberg when he states that “technology is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral.” (Kranzberg, 

1986, p. 544). That is to say, the internet is developed with intrinsic properties that make some 

actions possible and others impossible. In that way, while the second part of the dissertation focuses 

on users, and the articles specifically discuss what people do – and think they do – with the internet, 

this chapter sets the stage: What could they possibly do, what could they not do, and what are the 
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interests, power dynamics and decisions that conditioned that space? In sum, this chapter 

contextualizes internet uses by making it possible to consider what it means when people use the 

internet as they do, in relation to the things they could and could not be doing. 

In short, the focus of this chapter is on the three-way conditioning of the development of the internet 

by technology, market and regulation, and how the internet infrastructure then, in turn, structures 

uses. By this, I do not imply that people are without agency in the structuration of the internet, as I 

will also elaborate on in chapter two. Through actions like uses of the internet, consumer behavior, 

political engagement and so forth, people can influence investments, research and development by 

tech-, tele- and IT companies, local, national and international policies, content production and more. 

As such, I do not claim a one-way causal relationship, but rather a reciprocal connection (Giddens, 

1984): The structure of the internet creates a space for possible online action, within which people 

are conditioned in their actions by cultural predilections. People’s ensuing actions then, in turn, and 

together with offline actions and practices, shape the conditions for the further development of the 

internet. This process is historical, as it takes place over time. However, in the scope of this 

dissertation, I approach this process with two delimitations: The first being that I focus on how uses 

of the internet are affected by the formation of the internet infrastructure (in this chapter), and 

culture (in the coming chapter), rather than on how uses affect the future of the internet. This 

delimitation is especially prevalent in the present chapter’s examinations of how the internet 

developed over time. Second, I further delimit this study by focusing the analysis of internet uses (in 

part two) on a moment of this process. That is, through analyses of the data collected from my 

fieldwork, I investigate how the internet is used in daily life at a specific point in time and place, with 

this chapter exhibiting how infrastructural developments created the internet as it was available to 

the people I talked to in the latter half of 2017.  

Consequently, in my analyses, I view the internet as determining in the first instance (Hall, 1986). 

That is, although the specific formation of the internet infrastructure is historically conditioned and 

continuously develop, when focusing at a particular point in time, the internet (and by extension the 

technologies it is built on, the market it supports and the regulation that governs it), places hard limits 

on what people are able to do, and not able to do. In effect, this chapter explicitly examines the 

course that led to the configuration of the internet as it looked in 2017, thus mapping the dynamics 
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and infrastructural changes that led to the configuration of the particular field of possible action 

available to the participants in the study. 

The term determination in the first instance was first defined by Hall (1986), where he uses it to 

illustrate how ideology is affected by the economic system in which it evolves. As he argues, to say 

that changes to the economic structure necessarily result in specific changes to ideology is 

reductionistic, but it would also be wrong to say that ideology is in no way determined by the 

economic system. Instead, he continues, ideology takes shape within the limits placed on systems of 

thought by economic arrangements. In the context of internet use, I apply the term determination in 

the first instance to refer to the fact that the internet, at any single given point in time, sets certain 

restrictions on the way people are able to use it. Because the internet took shape in one way and not 

another, certain communicative actions are made possible. Compare the metaphor of the playing 

field: A soccer field or a gymnast’s trampoline. Both provide opportunities for different actions, but 

they also limit possible actions. The soccer field is covered with grass, the trampoline suspends canvas 

from springs. Already, different actions are determined in the first instance: It is impossible to do the 

same intricate gymnast jumps on a soccer field as on a trampoline because you cannot get the proper 

bounce and height, and you cannot burst into a sprint on a trampoline because the springs absorb 

the force needed to propel you forward. However, it does not mean that the form of the playing field 

forces whoever uses it to behave similarly. A person on a soccer field can move from anywhere on 

the field to any other place by crawling, rolling, running or walking, and a person using a trampoline 

can decide to lay or sit on it, or perform different tricks in a myriad of combinations. Additionally, 

what they are able to do is further defined by other factors such as their aptitude or knowledge about 

the field, the way they were taught to use it and so forth. This is what is meant by determination in 

the first instance: That a set of actions are made possible while others are excluded. To that limited 

extent, as it relates to the internet, I accept the rather controversial label of technological 

determinism: that the internet determines actions in the first instance – that it outlines a field of 

possible actions.  

By using determinism in the first instance to explain the influence of the internet (as a technological 

infrastructure that combines of a multitude of technological innovations like packet switching, 

broadband cables or cookies) on uses, I enter into a longstanding debate in communication and 

media studies. Going back the 80’s and prior, studies of communication and technologies  had mostly 
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focused on studying the impacts of different communication technologies on its users (Wouters et 

al., 2007). However, in the late 80’s, focus began to shift towards the user and the social construction 

of technology, for instance through Science, Technology and Society studies, abbreviated STS, (see 

for example Pinch & Bijker, 1987), leading scholars to reject studies focusing on what technologies 

do to people as technological deterministic. By the 2000’s, The social constructivist view had become 

dominant, in many cases to the point where the impact of technologies were neglected, resulting 

instead in social or cultural determinism (Livingstone & Lievrouw, 2005). Consequently, researchers 

began to argue that it was necessary to account for the technological and sociocultural influences on 

communication in tandem, leading many to examine how the two domains are co-produced 

(Gillespie, 2007; Haddon, 2006). 

As made clear by the academic discussions briefly outlines above, determinism has been a “dirty 

word” in communication and media studies (and elsewhere), as it is it used to point to reductionist 

tendencies when either the impact of technology or of sociocultural contexts on communication 

choices is disregarded. As made clear, I agree with this last strand of research, that neither technology 

nor sociocultural settings can account for people’s uses of communication technologies alone, and 

that they each influence the development of the other. 

However, by adopting the term determination in the first instance as it relates to the internet’s 

influence on its uses, I aim to move beyond the rigidity with which determination is most often used, 

that either technology or cultural contexts decides uses of communication technologies. That is, I use 

the term to highlight that technology and culture mutually shape, and are shaped by uses – but with 

the important addition that this mutual shaping does not mean that the influence of each domain on 

uses is equally intense or decisive. Consequently, and centrally, I argue, each domain needs to be 

examined on their own terms. As such, in this framework for the articles, comprised of chapter one 

and two, I make a distinction between the determination in the first instance by the internet 

infrastructure, and the conditioning of internet uses by cultural formations. By this distinction I 

incorporate a sensibility to this fact, that they influence internet uses differently. That is, the internet 

places hard limits on what people are able to do with it, and within this field of possible action, 

culture, as I will show in chapter two, conditions people’s communicative choices by ascribing 

meaning to the world: Culture steers people’s communication through shared arrangements of 

symbols, but people are at the same time able to communicate in ways that challenge those 
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arrangements. In sum, the internet infrastructure is determining in the first instance of people’s 

internet uses as it sets hard limits for a field of possible action, whereas culture steers, but does not 

limit, the communication that takes place within that field. 

As stated, this project is a study of everyday uses of the internet in the US. That statement implies 

two things: one, that the individual people whose daily life I study are connected through the shared 

experience of living in America, and two, that the internet they use is itself American, and offers a 

uniquely American field of possible action. While protocols and standards of the internet are 

necessarily global (the nodes in a network following one set of standards and protocols would not be 

able to connect to the nodes in a network following another), how cables reach internet users, the 

kind of market the internet supports and the way both of those areas are regulated, are both global 

and local. As such, the ease of access to, and possibilities provided by the internet are different for 

internet users in the United States compared to users in other parts of the world. This has led some 

scholars to address the internet not in the singular form, but in the plural: internets. O’Hara & Hall 

(2018) distinguish between four (or five) different internets based on different governance 

approaches. First, the open internet, associated with the tech industry of Silicon Valley in California, 

and with the early visions of the internet. This version favors a minimum of content and platform 

regulation, and a non-discriminatory data distribution. Second, the Bourgeois internet of the 

European union, where heavier regulation of distribution and content is preferred in order to ensure 

public cohesion and consumer protection. Third is the Chinese authoritarian internet where the state 

exercises strict control of content and infrastructure, and where market actors who wish to access 

the online Chinese market must do so on the terms of the Chinese government. This has the effect 

that many international sites are blocked by the great firewall (Barmé & Ye, 1997) because they 

cannot, or will not, meet the government requirements. Fourth, O’Hara and Hall mention what they 

call the commercial internet, which is mainly advocated by proponents in the US Republican Party, 

accommodating the interests of internet service providers who own the internet infrastructure. 

Lastly, they mention the Russian model, which they identify as a disruptor or leech on the other types 

of internet, rather than as a type of internet in itself. These four or five different internets, could 

perhaps more fittingly be understood as ideological visions for the internet, since they are 

technologically connected through shared cables, standards and protocols. They do, however, 
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highlight how local infrastructure, market structure and governance affect internet use by influencing 

things such as data transmission, access and content production. 

Next, I present infrastructure studies as a way to understand how the internet can be seen as 

comprising different internets, as O’Hara and Hall phrase it, and outline two approaches that each 

highlight different processes in the relationship between the internet infrastructure and its uses.  

 

Studying infrastructure 

There are two major strands in infrastructure studies (Plantin et al., 2018; Sandvig, 2013). One 

originates in Science, Technology and Society studies (STS) presented above, and takes a user-

centered approach by understanding the internet as a socio-technical system. In this approach, the 

characteristics of the internet as an infrastructure are not seen as intrinsic to the technology itself, 

but as relational features that emerge as the infrastructure is integrated and used within a social 

setting. Departing from this tradition, Star and Ruhleder (1996) defined the internet infrastructure 

by emphasizing its socio-technical features. Among other things, they highlighted how infrastructures 

shape and are shaped by practices, how they are learnt, how they carry the power to exclude or 

include people from a community, and how they are embedded in everyday routines and appear 

invisible to users, except during breakdowns (Star & Ruhleder, 1996). The STS-based approach to 

infrastructure studies sprang from a desire to avoid technological determinism (Lievrouw, 2014), but 

has often been accused of instead falling in the opposite pit of social or cultural determinism, as 

mentioned previously (Lievrouw, 2014; MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999; Sismondo, 2007).  

The other strand of research takes a materialist and historical angle, focusing more on what 

technology does to people, than what people do to technology. Furthermore, through the historical 

lens, they are also interested in mapping the different social, technical, political and/or economic 

influences on the development of infrastructures, and how infrastructures are continually 

redeveloped. That is, they understand infrastructures as large technical systems that are never 

complete, but continually change and adapt (Abbate, 1999; J. M. Bauer & Michael, 2016; Sandvig, 

2013).  

Therefore, the materialist focus resonates with the aim of this chapter, as it provides an 

understanding of how the internet, as a material artefact, enables and constrains uses in specific 
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ways, but are constructed over time. In effect, I place my study within the materialist tradition, as 

this chapter shows how the historical development of the internet has direct effects on the way 

people can use it. Furthermore, my approach to the examination of the development of the internet 

outlines an analytical framework that can be used to examine and compare how and why different 

internets are dissimilar. From that perspective, the analysis of the historical development of the 

internet accepts, and supports, the idea of an internet that is fragmented by national borders, by 

markets and by jurisdictions. But the dissertation is only able to show the details of this fragmentation 

by piecing together another fragmentation within the materialist perspective itself: Where some 

scholars focus primarily on technical developments (Abbate, 1999; Lessig, 2006; Sandvig, 2013), 

others on the effects of the economic conditions (Webster, 2014), and still others on regulatory 

frameworks (DeNardis, 2017; Mueller, 2002), I examine how those three areas are related and, 

together, condition the development of the internet in specific contexts – like the United States. All 

three perspectives, I argue, are necessary in order to understand how the internet is developed and, 

consequently, used. That is, technological innovations, market institutions and regulatory 

philosophies influence one another in different ways across time, and their configurations, then, 

condition developments of the internet, creating a unique and limited space of possible actions. 

Importantly, the way these domains exercise influence on each other and on the development of the 

internet is non-sequential. That is, the conditioning of the internet does not start in one domain and 

then move to the next and the next again. The development of the internet is influenced by each of 

the three domains at once, but with different intensities at different times. 

Within the materialist tradition, the relationship between technology, market and regulation can be 

studied with emphasis placed on different domains. For instance, Tadayoni & Henten (2013) examine 

the technological advancements allowing the move from analogue to digital broadcasting, and again 

to various forms of streaming services. Here, they observe the effects that technological 

improvements have on the variety of tv-channels available to people, the quality in signal and 

resolution they can receive, the interactivity between producer and user and the convergence of 

broadcasting, the Internet infrastructure and IT companies. Similarly, Sørensen & Schmidt (2016) 

have an even more strict technology-focused approach in their discussion of how algorithms, in 

practice, can be used to combat filter bubbles, and how different technological solutions would have 

different implications for the regulation of content.  
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Others have a more market-oriented focus, where the actions and activities of different market 

actors and institutions are emphasized in the development of the internet infrastructure. For 

instance, Plantin et al. (2018) argue that infrastructures are becoming platformized and platforms 

are becoming infrastructuralized. By this they mean the privatization of the internet infrastructure 

has fragmented it into smaller parts controlled and governed by different private companies, and 

that platforms such as Facebook and Google are becoming so large that they are essentially becoming 

infrastructures in themselves. In another example, Shah & Kesan (2007) give a historical account of 

the effects of turning over the internet infrastructure to private companies in 1995, which they 

conclude was an important step in the process towards an internet with more commercial content. 

Others again focus on regulation and governance, focusing on how supranational, state or non-

government actors affect the development of the internet infrastructure by governing or supporting 

technological research and developments, or by regulating the market. This is the main focus of 

Roxana Radu (2019), who discusses how the governance of for instance the internet backbone, its 

content and users’ data traces are reflections of, and have implications for, broader political issue 

areas. The many discussions of Net Neutrality have a similar, but more narrow, focus on the 

implications of regulation on the development of the internet infrastructure (Krämer, Wiewiorra, & 

Weinhardt, 2013; Wu, 2003; Wu & Yoo, 2007; Yoo, 2006). Here, the debate of the effects of a specific 

policy on the future of the internet infrastructure clearly displays the formative power of regulation 

on infrastructural development. For instance, Wu and Yoo discuss how Net Neutrality affect the 

internet service provision- and content market. Wu argues that removing Net Neutrality will hinder 

content providers’ ability to be innovative, whereas Yoo argues that Net Neutrality hampers the 

ability of Internet Service Providers to invest in the physical internet infrastructure, because it limits 

how they are allowed profit from internet infrastructure users. These examples show that each of 

the domains may not be equally important all the time, and the impact of one of the three domains 

might exceed the impact of another domain in one instance, but then be less important in another. 

However, it is also clear that while their influence in the development of the internet infrastructure 

fluctuate, none should be neglected.  

My focus in the historic exploration into the development of the internet infrastructure is guided by 

how technology, market and regulation each, at different times, affected how people in the United 

States were able to access and use the internet in their daily life. What I wish to show here, in other 
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words, is how the internet evolved from the perspective of people: For instance, how technologies 

made it possible to send data to and receive data from any nodes in a network, how new internet 

business models made users a commodity, or how internet regulation affected personal privacy.  

The analytical articles (article two and three) presented later are thus tied together through this 

perspective, coupled with the cultural perspective presented in chapter two: they are case studies of 

how both internet infrastructure and culture influence uses of the internet, where the methods 

article (article one) provides a way of studying, holistically, the embedding of the internet in daily life. 

In order to better understand how each of these domains affected the development and uses of the 

internet, people can be understood as carrying three roles that can be affected in different ways: 

users, consumers and citizens. That is, people are users of a specific technology, consumers in a 

market and citizens with certain rights. In the next section, I will briefly outline what constitutes the 

three domains, and how specifically they relate to people’s internet uses. 

 

Technology, market and regulation 

Finally, before beginning the historic overview of how the internet came to take shape, I will briefly 

discuss what technology, market and regulation respectively comprises, in relation to the internet 

infrastructure, and show how although these three domains can be divided into theoretical 

categories, they are not always easily separated. The elements of each domain will be expanded on 

in the historic sections to come, but are presented here briefly to illustrate the boundaries – and 

overlaps – of the three domains.  

Technology, following a materialist approach, represents the individual innovations making the 

hardware and software of the internet possible and operationalizable. It is physical transmission lines: 

the undersea cables that connect countries and continents: from the first transcontinental cable 

between Canada and Ireland in 1858 (Rowe, 2009), to the more than 370 undersea cables in service 

as of early 2019 spanning more than 1.2 million kilometers (TeleGeography, n.d.), as well as the 

cables laid out underground, connecting the network of networks (Electronics, 1972) across land; it 

is the internet exchange points where data can be transferred from cables owned by one company 

to cables owned by another; it is data centers, containing hardware such as routers, servers and 

storage devices, all crucial to the functioning of the internet. Technology also includes the innovations 
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and inventions that make internet standards and protocols possible. Amongst others, these include 

packet switching, which splits data into packets to ensure efficient transmission (Abbate, 1999); the 

transmission control protocol/internet protocol or TCP/IP, which allows nodes to connect through 

the internet by providing protocols for how data should be transferred and received; the world wide 

web that allows hyperlinked navigation; and the domain name system, DNS, that translates website 

names to IP addresses. In that sense, the internet infrastructure can be described as a compound 

technology, consisting of the operationalization and incorporation of several smaller technological 

innovations and capabilities into a larger system. Thus, the internet is a technology in itself, but as I 

discuss the effects of technology on the internet, I am referring to the unique innovations that are 

incorporated into, and, in small increments, alter the internet. In that sense, I draw attention to the 

fact that I use the term technology in two ways: One being technology as a domain affecting the 

development of the internet, and the other being the internet technology itself – the 

operationalization and compounding of those discrete technological solutions into a larger system. 

Accordingly, when I use the term ‘internet technology’, I am referring to the latter definition. 

The technological solutions as described above all have implications for people as users of a particular 

technology. For instance, the protocols and standards mean that data can be transmitted from one 

user to another in a speedy and reliable manner, paving the way for things like Instant messenger 

and voice over IP. TCP/IP means that people can type in a web address that is easy to remember (like 

www.facebook.com) instead of having to remember its IP-address (for instance 69.63.176.13), 

making the act of using the internet much more seamless and more easily integrated in daily routines. 

The hardware of the internet also has implications for people as users, for instance in that its 

expansion is necessary for people in different areas of the world, or in this case different areas of the 

US, to connect to the internet in the first place. 

The market associated with the internet can be explained by dividing it into two categories: First, 

there is the market for access, and second, the market for content. On the access level are local 

service providers and companies who manage the internet infrastructure. These can be different 

companies or the same company. In the US, the internet backbone, the cables and routers, are mainly 

owned by a few large corporations like AT&T, Verizon and CenturyLink, who earn most of their 

revenue by selling access to the infrastructure to consumers (be they individuals, companies or public 

institutions). In this category are also device manufacturers like Apple or Lenovo, who provide 
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consumers with the means to go online through their smartphones, laptops, or any other devices or 

‘things’ with internet access (Atzori, Iera, & Morabito, 2010). Next are the content providers who 

either earn money through e-commerce, through various versions of subscription-based business 

models, by procuring and selling user data to advertisers, or through a combination of the above. 

This market includes platforms such as Google, Netflix, Facebook and Amazon, as well as smaller 

companies who all compete for attention and, through that, revenue, from consumers (Webster, 

2014). Though the two market categories have historically been separated, they have begun to 

overlap, which this chapter will later examine more in depth. For instance, large content companies 

have begun constructing their own infrastructure, and infrastructure providers have begun producing 

and curating content. 

To consumers, the developments of the digital market have a variety of implications. They are 

affected, and possibly excluded, by the price-setting of access: By the price of internet connected 

devices such as smartphones or computers, or by internet subscription fees. On the content side, 

business models have implications for users who, from the point of view of the companies, either 

function as customers or as commodities, resulting in different consumer experiences. Additionally, 

while the privatization of the internet in 1995 opened up for a competitive and innovative online 

market, the market today is characterized by a few major platforms, with Netflix and YouTube 

accounting for more than a quarter of all global internet traffic (Sandvine, 2018), underlining how the 

majority of consumers are drawn to a small number of content providers (Helles, 2013; Webster, 

2014). 

Lastly, regulation of the internet, which is both narrow and broad (Solum, 2009) as well as hard and 

soft. Narrow in the sense that it regulates infrastructure and technological standards and protocols 

that are essential to the functioning of the internet specifically, and broad in that it also covers 

regulatory questions with wider societal associations such as public policy, consumer protection and 

civil rights. It is hard in that it includes legislation where governing bodies have the authority to punish 

infractions, and soft in that some regulation is based on agreements where no governing bodies have 

the authority to sanction infringements. In 2018, there were more than 160 international governing 

bodies regulating the internet, not counting national or local (state level) government entities (Radu, 

2019). As such, regulation of the internet is a process that is decentralized and fragmented into both 

the public and the private sphere in both national and international settings (Black, 2002; Braithwaite, 
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Coglianese, & Levi-Faur, 2007). Following the distinctions made by Kurbalija (2016), regulation on the 

internet touch upon seven different areas, many of which span the online/offline divide: First is 

regulation of the internet infrastructure concerned with setting standards and enforcing protocols. 

Second is regulation concerning cyber security, including everything from encryption and identity 

identification through digital signatures to cyberterrorism and children’s online safety. Third is legal 

issue regulation, which covers disputes over legal jurisdiction, copyright, patent or trademark 

infringements as well as labor laws. The fourth area covers economic issues, aimed at regulating 

aspects of the internet involving monetary transactions, including e-commerce, taxation, sharing 

economies and consumer protection. Fifth, Kurbalija mentions development regulation, which is 

aimed at determining how the internet should be included in the aid provided to developing nations 

through a focus on for instance digital divides and access/capacity issues. Sixth are sociocultural 

issues which cover regulation of, mainly, content, but also covers the protection of the internet as a 

global public good. Seventh, and lastly, are human rights regulations which targets issues of freedom 

of expression, privacy, data protection and equality. 

Regulation of the internet positions people as citizens with rights, which also include rights that affect 

the relationship between technology and users, and markets and consumers. These seven different 

groups of regulation affect citizens in various ways, some more important in this analysis than others. 

To name a few, infrastructure regulation, on a very basic level, ensures that the network of networks 

stays globally connected, making it possible for a person in the United States to stay in touch with 

friends, family or colleagues on other continents. Regulation concerning for instance e-commerce, 

encryption and data protection has made online shopping a viable option for many who otherwise 

could not trust it to be safe to submit payment information, or that they would get what they had 

paid for. As a final example, extending human rights protections such as privacy and freedom of 

expression to the online world ensures that the internet becomes a possible forum for public debate, 

where citizens can voice their opinions freely, as long as they adhere to the national definitions of 

free speech, and follow the code of conduct on the platform they are using. 

In practice, these three domains – technology, market, and regulation – and the corresponding roles 

of people, are not always easily separated, either because a development originates in one domain 

and then over time enters another, or because a development is simultaneously rooted in more than 

one domain. Below, I give a few examples of how the theoretical categories intertwine. Although not 
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an exhaustive list, the examples show that while it can be analytically feasible to think of internet 

development in terms of interacting domains, reality is often far more complex. 

Technology and markets intertwine, for instance, in relation to devices. Devices are products that are 

sold and bought on a market in competition with other similar products: An Apple iPhone or a 

Samsung Galaxy; a Bosch smart fridge or a Siemens. The choice of device depends on advertising, 

branding, design, market penetration and more. However, devices are also hardware technologies, 

essential to the internet infrastructure, as they provide the final link between users and the network, 

and indeed they do have implications for users as technologies. For instance, the invention of 

Bluetooth by the telecommunications company Ericsson in 1994 made it possible to connect devices 

without the use of wires or cables, essentially increasing people’s ability to be mobile with their 

devices.  

Markets also intertwine with regulation. As just one example, social media sites such as Facebook 

have community standards that formulate guidelines for how people should behave on their 

platform. The community standards address appropriate behavior on topics such as bullying, the 

sharing of pornographic, violent or other graphic content, spam and more, and are enforced by 

removing content or banning users. In that way, by setting standards for the type of content they will 

accept, Facebook, and other platforms, can regulate user behavior.  

Lastly, technology intertwines with regulation. Take for instance the roll-out of the 5G network. 5G 

technology is based on advancements of the 4G technology, and is expected to provide data 

transmission speeds that are more than 20 times faster than the previous generation (GSMA, 2018). 

Although the specifics of the 5G standards are still being negotiated, companies from especially China 

(Huawei and ZTE), South Korea (Samsung and LG), the US (Qualcomm & Intel) and Scandinavia (Nokia 

and Ericsson) are ready to set up 5G networks. However, how the technology gets implemented is a 

regulatory question with economic, geopolitical and national security implications. In the US for 

instance, there is immense political pressure to make sure American companies implement the new 

5G network – both out of concern for the position of the US in the setting of 5G standards, and for 

security reasons, as the US wants to remain in control of their telecommunications system. As one 

example of these concerns, the take-over of the American company Qualcomm by the Chinese 

owned Broadcom was halted by the US government precisely to prevent that a Chinese company 

would gain control of the largest American 5G patent owner (Reuters, 2018).  
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In the following sections, I will expand on how these different domains have interacted, intersected 

and evolved historically to construct the internet as it looked at the time of the data collection. 

Throughout the historical overview, I highlight what could be termed exemplary developments. That 

is, they show significant developments that influenced the way the internet could be used by people, 

but are not exhaustive of all the decisions, innovations and changes that created the internet as it 

appeared in the US in 2017. As such, the examples have been chosen as they are key examples of the 

most fundamental developments that the internet underwent throughout its history so far – and key 

examples of how those developments affected uses. 

The analysis is split into three sections: Internet Origin, focusing on the years 1969-1994, An Internet 

for the Public, covering 1995-2003, and finally The Social and Mobile Internet, looking at the years 

from 2004 to 2017, when the data collection was conducted. These splits are made as the years 1995 

and 2004 saw developments that significantly altered how people could use the internet, and also 

changed the balance between technology, market and regulation. In 1995, the internet became 

commercialized when the National Science Foundation Network, a federally coordinated program in 

the US responsible for developing and maintaining the internet backbone, was decommissioned, 

removing previous restrictions on public access. In 2004, Facebook goes online, marking the 

beginning of the golden age of web 2.0, where people interact with each other through social media, 

create user-generated content and participate in virtual communities. Throughout the chapter, I will 

incorporate data examples from my fieldwork to illustrate how uses of the internet are determined, 

in the first instance by the formation of the internet, and consequently by these three domains, as it 

developed over time. 

 

Internet Origin: 1969-1994 

The commercial internet that people use today to shop, watch movies, stay social and find 

information was never a given. The core technologies invented in the early years of the internet are 

not central to the internet because they were the only possible solutions to further improveme the 

internet. They are solutions that were implemented because they supported the right interests, at 

the right time and in the right context – or simply because they made the internet easier to use. As 
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Janet Abbate notes: “The Internet’s identity as a communication medium was not inherent in the 

technology; it was constructed through a series of social choices.” (1999, p. 6). Hence, even though 

the early versions of the internet were only open to academics, military personnel and companies 

with government contracts, the initial technological developments are still essential to the 

understanding of the applicability of the internet for people today. That is, the internet still rests on 

technologies that were built on very specific ideals – and in very specific regulatory, technical and 

economic contexts – that shine through in the way the internet is structured and can be used today. 

 

Sharing resources: ARPANET 

The early path of the invention of the internet was strongly conditioned by the government policies 

in the United States at the time. These policies ensured enough funding and enough freedom for 

researchers to experiment with creating a network of interconnected computers.  

In 1958, ARPA, a government agency under the Department of Defense, was founded in order to 

conduct research related to national security. The Department of Defense, and therefore ARPA, had 

a larger budget to support research, and was under less scrutiny and oversight, than other 

government research branches such as the National Science Foundation. Coupled with the fact that 

national security research was focused on creating a decentralized communication system that could 

sustain nuclear attacks and improve military operations (Lukasik, 2011), ARPA quickly became the 

premier institution funding the development of interconnected computers. In 1967, the ARPANET 

project was initiated, with the goal of connecting several computers across the United States.  

Through military and political support, as well as the collaborative style of the organization with its 

academic and commercial partners, ARPANET formed an environment that focused on cultivating 

innovation. However, this also meant that researchers building the ARPANET had more freedom to 

follow their own interests. As such, although the military agenda weighted heavily in the conception 

and funding of the project, it held secondary priority for most researchers involved. For instance, 

Leonard Kleinrock, a computer scientist on the ARPANET project, explains how researchers involved 

with the project would most times identify an area of interest, and subsequently suggest how 

investments and research in that area could have military benefits (1990). Of course, needing to 

consider military applications for research did create limitations to what researchers could work on, 
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as the solutions to technical problems that they actually came up with had to implement those 

military considerations. But Kleinrock’s comment does show that ARPANET, although a military-

funded project, also followed other agendas. For instance, the inclusion in the network of computers 

outside of the US were hidden from presentations to the funding body (Townes, 2012).  

An example of how different agendas led to different technological solutions was the implementation 

of packet switching (Abbate, 1999). Packet switching is still one of the core technologies in the 

internet infrastructure to today, and works by dividing data into packets that are sent through the 

network individually, each taking the fastest possible route. When the packets reach the destination, 

they are then unpacked and reassembled in the correct order. However, suggestions for how packet 

switching could be implemented differed, depending on whether they sprung from a military or a 

civil agenda. The military agenda focused on ensuring survivable data transmission, and the civil 

agenda focused on improving user experience by minimizing congestion. One suggestion addressing 

military concerns came from Paul Baran, an engineer employed by the American military. He wanted 

to use packet switching as a means to create survivable communication, where data would be sent 

from one node to another through a distributed network of nodes. He placed great emphasis on 

flexibility in the system, at the expense of reliability as, to Baran, it did not matter if a node got 

destroyed or stopped working, because the data would still find the fastest route to its destination 

using the remaining functioning nodes. Additionally, from the military perspective, packet switching 

had the benefit of being difficult to intercept, because data transmissions were separated into smaller 

chunks (Baran, 1964). Around the same time in the UK, Donald Davies from the National Physical 

Laboratory was more interested in the corporate uses of computers, and wanted to implement 

packet switching as a means to improve the user experience. In Baran’s version of packet switching, 

one message would be transmitted at a time. This meant that if a person connected to the network 

at one node transmitted a large chunk of data, it would be divided into many smaller packets that 

would all have to travel through the network of nodes to its destination before another message 

could be transmitted. While this supported hierarchical communication, it could potentially create 

queues. Instead, Davies suggested that data transmitted from different nodes would take turns 

sending one packet through the network at a time. This way, shorter messages would not have to 

queue behind larger messages and wait for them to be fully transmitted (Campbell-Kelly, 1987). What 

was eventually incorporated in ARPANET was a hybrid of the two, where Baran’s focus on 
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survivability, as well as Davies’ work to make transmissions faster, were incorporated. The protocol 

used for packet switching was called the Transmission Control Protocol (TCP). TCP ensures packet 

delivery by making the receiving node send a receipt to the sender – in case no receipt is received, 

the data packet is transmitted again. Additionally, TCP ensures safe delivery of data packets by 

making sure that only the receiving node can read the content. In 1978, IP was added to the TCP 

protocol, which was a numerical address used to locate and identify host computers. together, the 

TCP/IP protocol provided a way to transmit data that was both secure and reliable. The TCP/IP 

protocol is still the basis of data transmission today, and is central in how the internet is experienced 

and incorporated in daily life. For instance, people take it as a given that when they send an email or 

an iMessage, that it will reach the right recipient – and in the correct order. 

In 1969, ARPANET was ready to build its first infrastructure, and a contract for its construction was 

signed with a private company, Bolt, Beranek, and Newman (BBN). Later that same year, the first 

connection was established between UCLA and Stanford (Abbate, 2017). Throughout the expansion 

of ARPANET, BBN was tasked with the maintenance of the infrastructure, and as the user base grew, 

reliability became a major priority. Although market actors did not in general play a major role in the 

development of the internet in the early years, BBN’s collaboration with ARPANET was central to the 

research environment surrounding ARPANET, and at times the agendas of the corporate world and 

the research community clashed. For instance, when researchers wanted to create better software 

applications for the computer-network that BBN had set up, they needed to understand the network 

source code. However, BBN treated the source code as a business secret, and would not share it. It 

was not until they were forced by ARPA to hand it over, that they reluctantly made it available 

(Kleinrock, 1990). Furthermore, through their responsibility of building and maintaining the 

infrastructure, BBN had a key position in deciding which infrastructural solutions should and could be 

implemented. BBN were highly invested in maintaining a reliable infrastructure, and made several 

improvements to ensure stability, but were unwilling to implement features that could potentially 

increase their maintenance workload and their expenses (Abbate, 1999). As such, BBN’s position as 

a market actor in the development of the earliest infrastructure had consequences for how, and how 

quickly, the ARPANET infrastructure developed. 
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Connecting people: Internet 

However, for the most part, the innovative environment formed by the lax oversight from the US 

Department of Defense, and the collaborative style within ARPANET, meant that users, who were 

almost exclusively computer scientists employed at various universities and research institutions, 

were able to create and implement their own technical improvements. The success of a new solution 

was entirely dependent on a tacit democratic process: If other users liked it, they would use it. If they 

did not like it, the solution would go unused and disappear. As a result, ARPANET, which had started 

out as a military project, was beginning to move its target. Because ARPANET allowed researchers 

the freedom to create their own solutions to the complications and shortcomings they faced when 

using the system, the solutions addressed user concerns first, and military concerns second. 

One example of user-initiated projects that became popular, and changed the scope of the ARPANET, 

was local-area networks (Abbate, 1999). From the beginning, it had been the ambition for ARPANET 

to connect computers across large distances, which they did by connecting host computers, that 

acted as the interface that people interacted with, to Interface Message Processers (IMP), that acted 

as the node in the network. The IMP then connected to other IMP’s through the telephone network. 

However, researchers began connecting host computers at local sites through the IMP, allowing them 

to exchange data with other computers at the site, and to efficiently utilize the capacity of all site 

computers to carry out heavier processing tasks (Abbate, 1999). Although never formally within the 

scope of ARPANET, it was estimated that by 1974, 20% of ARPANET traffic took place on local-area 

networks (Heart, McKenzie, McQuillan, & Walden, 1978). While this is an example of a key 

technological development that is still essential to the internet today, for instance in the use of 

intranets in almost any larger company, it is also an example of the fact that internet development is 

a social process: Technological innovations, economic interests and political agendas condition the 

formation of the internet, but are themselves steered by how people actually use the internet. 

Another example was the invention of the email – perhaps the invention with the most impact on 

the direction of ARPANET. Instead of connecting resources, which had been the initial goal, the email 

shifted the primary purpose of ARPANET to connecting people (Abbate, 2017). The email, for the first 

time, made it possible for people across large distances to communicate asynchronously in real time. 

As such, the message would reach the receiver almost as soon as it was sent, beating conventional 

letters, and the receiver did not have to be present at that precise moment, providing more flexibility 
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than the phone call. Additionally, an email could be sent to several recipients at once, which meant 

that email groups could be set up where people with similar interests could talk in large forums 

without being in the same physical location – essentially allowing for the first virtual communities to 

emerge (Rheingold, 1993). As such, more than any other early invention, the email showed the 

potential of the internet for individual, private users, by heralding the significance of computer-

mediated interpersonal communication. Through various iterations, the email quickly became a 

massive success, as researchers and military alike quickly adopted the technology (Abbate, 1999). 

Still today, the email perforates many of my participants’ lives in different ways. Jane reports in her 

communication diary, that I asked her to keep, that she checked her email 14 times in a single 

weekday and stated that it helps her stay organized:  

“[…] I guess a lot of my day tends to get organized by email. I keep an inbox, I clear it 

out as fast as I can and I keep things in there that I really do have to get back to. So, 

when I’m out and about and checking my email, if there’s something that needs a 

response, I’ll leave it there and when I get back home that’s when I respond to it. [...]. I 

think email can sort of organize more than anything else.” 

Similarly, Rachel mentions the prominent role emails have in her life: “75 percent [of emails] are 

work. So, the vast majority are from work,” but continues to state that she sees the many emails as 

an encumbrance:  

“I see it as a huge burden. Huge burden. I fantasize about what it would have been like 

to do my job before email. And like, how much more I think I could actually get done if 

I didn’t have to manage lots of little communications.” 

Thus, it is clear that the email has had a profound impact on the uses of the internet, which these 

examples are also a testament to. However, Jane and Rachel use and experience emails differently, 

showing that people incorporate solutions in their daily lives in different ways. I will expand more on 

this in part two of this dissertation, especially in article two, “Managing Context Collapses. The 

Internet as a Conditioning Technology in Organizing Practices”, where I examine how emails (for 

some), and the internet in general, is used and valuated differently in the performing and organizing 

of everyday practices. 
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Email and local-area networks were two inventions that broadened the usability of interconnected 

computers. But the physical infrastructure was also developing quickly. Through continuous 

expansions, the ARPANET grew from the single connection between sites in San Francisco and Los 

Angeles in 1969, to 15 sites in 1970 and to 29 In 1972 (Heart et al., 1978). However, by the mid-70’s, 

private companies such as IBM and Xerox had begun constructing their own networks. Each network 

used a different protocol for packet switching, which meant that they were incompatible and could 

not be connected in the future. Therefore, pressure was on to formulate a common protocol for 

packet switching in order to work towards a united network of networks. (Knieps & Bauer, 2016). The 

process was overseen and steered by the International Organization for Standardization, which 

marked one of the first major introductions of non-governmental governance of the internet (Radu, 

2019). While private companies pushed for their packet switching protocols to become standard, 

private companies began to connect to the ARPANET using the TCP/IP protocol in 1983, officially 

creating the network of networks: the internet. (Townes, 2012). Once corporate networks connected 

to the ARPANET to form the internet, the military separated their network from the civilian, creating 

a closed network called MILNET (Moschovitis, 1999). 

Also in 1983, the Domain Name System (DNS) was invented, and made mandatory on the civilian 

internet two years later, which made it significantly easier to use the internet. The DNS creates a 

letter-based pseudonym for a host computer’s numerical IP address. In that way, connecting to other 

computers became much easier, because memorizing addresses became more intuitive. Domain 

names were divided into top level domains such as .com (commercial), .edu (education), .gov 

(government), .org (other organizations), .mil (military) and .net (network resources). Later, .int for 

intergovernmental organizations such as NATO, and country code top level domains (such as .dk) was 

added (Weber, 2010). Initially, the task of assigning domain names was distributed to the owners of 

host computers who could name their own computers. However, the control and assigning of domain 

names would become an area of much political contention in later years. The political contentions 

first started in 1991 when the DNS system was handed over to a private company, Network Solutions 

Inc., which started to profit by charging for domain names. Later, the contentions focused on the role 

of the US, as the DNS had been set up a way that essentially gave veto power over domain name 

distribution to the US government (Radu, 2019; Weber, 2010). 
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Since the split of ARPANET into a military and civilian network, it no longer made sense for the 

Department of Defense to fund the civilian branch. Consequently, in 1985, the National Science 

Foundation (NSF) took over responsibility and continued maintaining and expanding on the internet 

infrastructure under the project name NSFNET. Initially, NSF limited access to the internet to 

universities and not-for-profit research institutions (Radu, 2019). However, it granted access to a 

public company in 1988 in order to test commercial email services (Shah & Kesan, 2007), and allowed 

the first private internet service provider to sell full commercial access in 1989, thus marking the first 

steps toward a commercialization of the internet. Additional service providers sprung up, and by 

1991, NSF had removed access restrictions on commercial internet use, and put forth a plan to fully 

commercialize the internet infrastructure (Shah & Kesan, 2007). The transformation was completed 

in 1995 when the NSFNET was decommissioned, and commercial companies had taken over control 

of the internet backbone. 

 

Market, regulation, technology, user 

Summing up on the relationship between market, regulation and technology in the period, it is clear 

that technological advancements were paramount throughout. The advent of packet switching 

through the TCP/IP protocol laid the foundation that made the internet possible, and the DNS made 

it much more intuitive for users to reach other nodes in the network. Building, operating and 

developing the physical infrastructure itself was equally important. The technological developments 

at the time moved fast, and was guided mainly by its regulatory context, defined at first by its funding 

and governing body, the Department of Defense – and by the interests of the researchers using the 

internet. However, as the internet expanded, market interests also guided technological 

developments, for instance through standard setting. 

As separate commercial networks began to pop up, and the desire to consolidate them grew, more 

institutionalized, non-governmental regulation was needed in order to facilitate standard-setting – 

for instance in how to assign domain names. However, the features and the design of the internet 

also carried regulatory power, for example by determining what the internet could and could not be 

used for, how data was packaged and transmitted and so forth. In that way, the researchers building 

the internet were regulators as well (Lessig, 2006). 
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The loose framework provided by strong economic funding and lax oversight meant that the 

ARPANET research project was able to develop organically by allowing researchers to incorporate 

their own ideas into the network (Abbate, 1999). For instance, it was user-driven interests that led 

to the invention of local-area networks and emails, which altered the scope of the internet project 

significantly.  

Market influences at the time were minute compared to after the commercialization of the internet, 

but commercial interests were nevertheless present in the period. For instance, private companies 

were contracted to assist in the formation of ARPANET. Most notable of these was BBN, charged with 

building, operating and developing the infrastructure, and who later earned a prominent market 

position because of their expertise (Abbate, 1999). In the final years leading up to the full 

commercialization of the internet, market influences grew, perhaps most notably with the 

introduction of private internet service providers (ISP’s) who sold access to the internet 

infrastructure. 

The configuration of technology, market and regulation conditioning the early formation of the 

internet was paramount in the development of the internet as a technology that could be useful for 

people in civil society. The open research environment with few regulatory and economic restrictions 

allowed researchers the freedom to explore the broad potential of the internet technology. By the 

80’s, private companies were beginning to see the commercial potential of the internet, essentially 

shifting the understanding of the internet from a military research project to a commodity that could 

be sold to consumers. 

 

An Internet for the Public: 1995-2003 

With the privatization of the internet in 1995, both the user base and the internet infrastructure grew 

rapidly. The period from 1995 to 2003 is characterized by developments in at least three areas that 

all affect the uses of the internet in different ways: First, the area of infrastructure, where both 

terrestrial and undersea cables were built to connect rural areas of the US with the urban, and to 

connect north American cables to other continents, and where private ISP’s began selling access 

directly to the internet. Second, a new dotcom market emerged, where the political implications 

regarding the assigning of domain names became increasingly apparent, as a lack of authentication 
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measures in the years after the commercialization of the internet resulted in a number of trademark 

disputes. Third, the development of various web applications significantly changed the way people 

were able to use the internet. Perhaps most notably the World Wide Web, but also applications such 

as online advertising, search engines and e-commerce. 

These examples have been chosen as they exemplify key developments of the internet as it relates 

to aspects such as access and reliability, an emerging content market and increased applicability of 

the internet. From the vantage point of the materialist perspective, they also show that the ways in 

which these developments took shape have very specific implications for how users were able to use 

the internet. 

 

Internet backbone 

The infrastructural developments of the period following privatization were characterized by 

increased access and speeds. In 1995, the year the internet was formally privatized, roughly 9% of 

the American population used the internet, compared to 63% in 20031 (The World Bank & 

International Telecommunication Union, n.d.-b). Furthermore, the first broadband connection in 

1996 more than quadrupled the maximum speed of a dial-up connection, going from 56 kbps to 256 

kbps (Radu, 2019). However, although broadband infrastructure greatly improved the possible 

internet speed, it was still not widely accessible in the period, as only 9.5 % of the US population had 

a broadband connection in 2003 (The World Bank & International Telecommunication Union, n.d.-a).  

Additionally, the privatization of the internet backbone was also characterized by heavy deregulation. 

The philosophy was that companies investing in the internet infrastructure would have a vested 

interest in making it a success, thus incentivizing self-regulation while allowing maximum freedom to 

innovate (Radu, 2019; Shah & Kesan, 2007; van Eeten & Mueller, 2013). The choice by legislative 

bodies to keep a hands-off approach in the privatization process also stemmed from issues of 

geographic and field-specific jurisdiction. First, though the internet had formerly been run by the 

American government through first the Department of Defense and then the National Science 

Foundation, the internet was becoming international, blurring national and international 

                                                        
1 Measured by how many people had used the internet in the last three months 
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jurisdictions. Additionally, the internet merged the areas of IT and telecommunications, which 

blurred the boundaries between two previously separate field-specific jurisdictions. The choice to let 

the market lead the transformation and rely on self-regulation as the primary governance mechanism 

was consequential to the present structure of the internet backbone, to how it performs and to how 

people are able to access it.  

Centrally, the deregulation of digital data transmission in the United States sparked what is now 

referred to as the net neutrality debate (Wu, 2003; Yoo, 2006). In the US, the communication act of 

1934 defined telecommunication companies as common carriers, which means they must deliver 

their services indiscriminately, and serve the general public (United States, 1989). The act was in large 

part designed to regulate The Bell System (later AT&T), as the company had near monopoly 

ownership of the US telephone network, and to do so by forcing them to cooperate with smaller, 

competing companies (Bettilyon, 2018). By the time the internet became privatized, it still mainly 

used dial-up connections to connect computers through the telephone cable network and as such, 

internet service providers were deemed common carriers. The telecommunication act of 1996 

(Gilroy, 1996) further established that companies owning and transferring data across the telephone 

network were subject to common carrier rules. However, by 1996, internet providers were in the 

early stages of migrating their networks from dial-up to broadband, which was not labeled as a 

common carrier service (Gilroy, 1996). Instead, when ISP’s provided internet through broadband 

connections, they were classified as information services – a category with far less regulatory 

restrictions (Kimball, 2012; Shah & Kesan, 2007). The designation as information service rather than 

common carrier had wide-reaching implications for how service providers could treat data. Some of 

these were beneficial to the uses of the internet, while others benefitted large internet service 

providers.  

One positive consequence for users was that data could be prioritized based on type. While common 

carriers must serve the general public indiscriminately, they must also treat the goods that they 

transfer indiscriminately. This means that common carriers cannot prioritize delivery of one type of 

goods over another. As information services on the other hand, the providers of broadband internet 

are not subject to those rules. In effect, backbone owners were able to prioritize certain types of data 

over others, which led to the standard practice of transferring data based on quality of service rather 

than on what is known as best effort delivery. In best effort delivery, all data is treated equally and 
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internet providers do their best to ensure efficiency and quality for all types of data, regardless of 

traffic load (Heckmann, 2006). However, during the late 90’s and early 2000’s, video- and audio 

streaming was becoming increasingly popular. As was voice over IP services, which for instance 

allowed people to conduct long-distance and international calls without the additional charges placed 

on regular telephone calls. In order for these services to be functional, they need a stable quality of 

service. The principle of quality of service allows providers to give preferential treatment to these 

types of data (Bhatti & Crowcroft, 2000). This means that if large amounts of data are being 

transferred at once and there is congestion on the network, voice, audio and video data transmission 

will be prioritized at the expense of other types of data, such as emails, photos or standard websites. 

The ability of internet providers to ensure quality of service of certain types of data has been 

paramount in the success and reliability of those services (Heckmann, 2006), and as such to the uses 

of the internet, both from a user and a consumer perspective. As users, the quality of service delivery 

has improved the functionality of the internet, which has led to a broader array of video- and audio 

streaming, and voice over IP, services. For example, the principle of quality of service facilitated 

reliability in Voice over IP services, which has meant that participants in this study who have family 

abroad all use it to stay in touch. For instance, Daniela, 19, and her mother Mariah both use 

WhatsApp to call their family in Mexico. Daniela explains that to her, those services would be the 

ones she would have the hardest time losing, simultaneously lamenting the reliability of the service:  

“[…] because my grandma, that’s the only way I get to talk to her. Every now and then 

we send each other messages or a voice message. I mean, me and my grandma are 

really close, so for me, I would be really heartbroken if I wasn’t able to talk to my 

grandma.” 

Another consequence results from the fact that infrastructure providers were no longer required to 

service the general public. This strengthened position of large infrastructure owners as it affected 

how internet service- and backbone providers could organize to keep the internet connected. The 

privatization plan made by the NSF was to divide the internet backbone between different 

companies, and to connect those network backbones through network access points (Aiken, Braun, 

Ford, & Claffy, 1993). As such, the network access points made it possible for a person on a network 

owned by one company to access people or content on a network owned by another. 
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However, due to the minimum regulation approach, no guidelines had been set about the capacity 

of the network access points. This led to congestion and markedly slower speeds when traffic was 

being routed between internet backbones owned by different companies. Because of this, the 

internet backbone providers resorted to creating private internet exchange points where they would 

exchange data directly with each other, circumventing the network access points (Shah & Kesan, 

2007). This led to a better customer experience for most consumers by providing faster access to the 

full internet. However, since the internet infrastructure was moving away from the phone lines and 

on to broadband cables, they were no longer common carriers, and were as such not required to 

collaborate with competitors. In effect, the shift from network access points to internet exchange 

points further strengthened the dominant position of the large internet backbone providers over 

smaller ones. Because the private internet exchange points did not require companies to transfer 

data between networks under the same terms, two major internet backbone providers might agree 

to simply peer traffic without additional costs, while a large provider could charge smaller providers 

for connecting with them. While this had an immediate effect on people as users of the internet as 

it reduced congestion, it also impacted people as consumers, as it created a market that benefitted 

large companies at the expense of smaller ones – effecting both competition and pricing.  

As such, the decision to define backbone providers as information services rather than as common 

carriers had both positive and negative consequences for people using the internet. In sum, the 

prioritization based on data type provided an overall improvement to services like streaming and 

voice over IP, but lenient regulation that followed with the designation as information services also 

allowed large internet providers to exploit their position to freeze out competition from their 

networks.  

This overview of the early development of the internet infrastructure highlight the fact that the 

particular developments had very specific effects on how the participants were able to use the 

internet in 2017. For instance, reliability and access to the internet is never brought up in the 

interviews – not even in relation to very data-heavy uses such as voice over IP or streaming. This 

indicates an expectation that those aspects should not be, and rarely are, issues, even though those 

services do play, assisted by the principle of quality of service, an important part in many of the 

participants’ internet habits.  
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Populating the internet domains 

Domain name registration played a central role during the privatization process. The assigning of 

domain names proved to be a pivotal regulatory domain with massive impact on the development of 

the content market, and consequently became an arena for political contention. Furthermore, it 

sparked debates about how issues of trademark protection and intellectual property rights should be 

handled. The outcome of these debates is central to the way the internet is governed today, and to 

how people use the internet to, among other things, do online shopping and transfer money. 

In 1993, Network Solutions Inc., a private company, was contracted by the National Science 

Foundation to manage the Domain Name System (DNS) (Radu, 2019). When the National Science 

Foundation completed the privatization of the internet in 1995, Network Solutions Inc. were able to 

profit from this contract by charging for assigning domain names (Kleinwachter, 2000), which proved 

to be a lucrative business. In 1993, there were roughly 200 .com domain name applications every 

month, and by 1998, that number had risen to more than 200,000 a month. In effect, the number of 

registered dotcom domain names soared in the early years of privatization, from less than 15,000 in 

1992 to more than 8 million in 1998 (Post & Kehl, 2015). Due to the immense amount of applications, 

Network Solutions Inc. decided to automate the registration process for .com, .org and .net domain 

names, and to allow one person to register more than one domain name (Mueller, 2002). The 

automated domain name registration process on those three top-level domains did not include any 

control measures, and obtaining domain names in either of those three were usually a much easier 

process than obtaining them on the country level (like .dk) which usually required some measure of 

control (Radu, 2019). 

The surge in domain name registrations also indicated that obtaining domain names was a lucrative 

business. As Litman discusses (2000), In the early years of the privatized internet, people or 

companies bought domain names for mainly two reasons. First, there were those who bought 

domain names because they wanted to conduct their business over the internet, or because they 

simply wanted an online presence. Second, there were some who bought domain names as a form 

of speculation, with different strategies for how to profit from their purchases: They bought domain 

names that were similar to the name of existing companies, in hopes that the companies would buy 
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it from them for a profit (such as Panavision.com); they bought generic domain names they thought 

would be valuable in the future (such as drugs.com); they bought domain names using the name of 

a known company or brand in order to generate traffic for content unrelated to the name (such as 

whitehouse.com that showed pornography) (Litman, 2000); or they bought domain names and built 

sites pretending to be a known brand (such gatt.org).2 

Whatever the reasons, the practices sparked immense debates concerning trademark protection and 

intellectual property rights (Litman, 2000). For instance, while several companies can be called 

Amazon, there is only one domain name called Amazon.com. Each company using that name uses it 

with a trademark that is delimited in two ways: first, it covers only a particular market, so that others 

are free to use the name as long as they do not infringe on the market of the trademark holder. For 

instance, a company named McDonalds is free to make computers, but must refrain from making 

burgers. Second, the trademark covers other markets as well, if the practices of another company 

devalue the trademark. For instance if the poor products, business conduct and reputation of the 

fictitious computer company, McDonalds, by association has a negative effect on the McDonalds 

burger brand, the McDonalds burger chain could claim trademark infringement (Litman, 2000). As 

such, the trademark cases related to domain names were not always clear cut. Some web addresses 

were used by small companies from one market that happened to share a name with a larger, more 

known company from another market, some were empty, and others were used for purposes 

completely unrelated to the company whose name was used as the domain name. Despite these 

complexities, trademark disputes were almost always decided in favor of the largest trademark 

owner. 

While the disputes regarding the assigning of domain names favored big market actors at the expense 

of people who had treated domain names as a commodity, it did have an often-overlooked benefit 

for ordinary people using the internet: The domain name and trademark disputes meant that users 

could better trust that the sites they were visiting did in fact belong to the appropriate company, 

institution or person. Thus, the disputes that tended to favor the actors with the most financial 

leeway also, in a way, benefitted those who only joined the .com market as consumers: it made the 

internet a place where people, as consumers, could generally trust that the sites they were visiting 

                                                        
2 In 1999, The activist group The Yes Men built a website pretending to be the World Trade Organization under the 
name Gatt.org: the abbreviation of the treaty that formed the organization (Walker, 2002). 
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were legitimate – a trust that was, and is, paramount to the e-commerce industry. Many participants 

report the importance of e-commerce and online banking in their lives. Among others, Jane and Molly 

mention that they do online shopping and John, Angela, Donna and Isaiah highlight the importance 

of online banking in their daily lives. From the materialist perspective, their uses of these features are 

determined in the first instance, by the fact that they, of course, are possible and available (for 

instance through encryption protocols which I will cover in the next section), but also by the fact that 

the configuration of the internet makes the functions viable. Of course, heightened certainty that the 

websites people are visiting are in fact the companies they claim to be is only part of the answer to 

how these solutions became viable, but it is nonetheless important and often overlooked because it 

has become almost a given. Other developments were also necessary to construct and make e-

commerce popular: technical innovations to encrypt bank information and online consumer 

protection regulation – both of which I will touch upon later in this section – but without the right 

foundation, the right market configuration, functions requiring monetary transfers would have been 

harder to make popular. 

When these disputes first began in the latter half of the 90’s, there were no formal institution in place 

with both the capacity and authority to settle them. Network Solutions Inc., while in charge of 

assigning domain names, had no intention of also policing the process or screening registrants, but 

would transfer domain names if ordered to do so by various courts (Radu, 2019). When the five-year 

contract awarded to Network Solutions Inc. ran out in 1998, a non-profit, international corporation, 

Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) took over its position, and was 

granted authority to settle domain name disputes. While the transition to ICANN improved the 

process of dispute resolutions regarding trademarks and domain name concerns, it brought on its 

own issue: ICANN was placed in the US and, as a governing body, was under Californian jurisdiction, 

which meant that the United States government de facto held power over the assigning of domain 

names – a position they retained until 2016 - 16 year longer than initially planned (Mueller, 2002).  

 

Web applications 

Besides expanding and strengthening the physical infrastructure of the internet and populating 

domains, the period between 1995-2003 also saw many new applications, which increased the 
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usefulness of the internet in still more everyday activities. I will cover some of the most impactful 

here: First, the World Wide Web, together with web browsers, connected the internet through 

hyperlinks; second, third-party advertising became popular, enabling new online business models 

through personal data procurement; third, search engines indexed domains, making it easier to find 

content; and fourth, e-commerce became possible through data encryption protocols that could 

protect online transactions. Other impactful applications emerged in the period, such as online 

games and video and audio streaming. However, I have chosen to highlight the development of 

applications in the period through the four above examples, as together, they show how the internet 

gained popularity, became interconnected and searchable, and transformed as a market platform. 

While the new applications heralded novel uses of the internet, they also brought new obstacles. For 

example, the increased functionalities of the internet required more regulation: not just in terms of 

defining infrastructural and technological standards, which had previously been the main area of 

regulation, but also in areas such as consumer protection, data protection, privacy, cybercrime and 

surveillance. In the following section, will present each of these applications, the technological, 

regulatory and economic configurations that made them possible, as well as their implications for 

people as they use the internet in their capacities as users, consumers and citizens. 

First, and perhaps most central, is the world wide web. Although invented in the late 80’s, it was first 

released in 1991, made freely available to the public in 1993, and popularized after the privatization 

of the internet, as only 3% of internet users in the US was using the World Wide Web by 1995 (Pew 

Research Center, 2014). Prior to the implementation of the world wide web, the internet was almost 

entirely text based, and searching for content was mainly done through command lines or directories. 

The core difference between the world wide web and the internet that preceded it, is that while early 

versions of the internet consisted of a list of separate sites, the world wide web made the internet 

interlinked: Through the use of hyperlinking, it became possible to jump from one site to another by 

allowing websites to link to other websites. In that way, users could be redirected to sites from other 

content providers, or they could be redirected to other subsites on the webpage they were visiting 

simply by clicking on a hyperlink.  

Besides making the World Wide Web free for users, the central inventions making it possible – HTML, 

the markup language used to create websites and HTTP, which allows users to access and navigate 

websites through hyperlinks – was placed in the public domain. This meant that companies were free 
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to develop their own browsers through which people could access the World Wide Web. However, 

due to a lack of standards, companies such as Netscape and Microsoft created browsers supporting 

different graphics and resolution standards, which resulted in the fact that not all websites were 

viewable in all browsers. This was problematic for users – and for content providers – as it effectively 

cut off people from online content due to their choice of browser. To ensure a market that did not 

split up the internet, the World Wide Web Consortium implemented browser standards in 1998 (Lie, 

Bos, & Lilley, 1998). As such, while the initial push towards the World Wide Web came from 

technological advancements, once it entered the privatized internet, new markets emerged and 

regulation became necessary. To some participants, using the World Wide Web has become almost 

synonymous with using the internet. This is for instance the case for Donna, 65 and former software 

developer. When asked what would happen if she lost connection to the internet, she replies:  

Donna: “If you just took the internet away I would survive. If you took everything that I 

do with my phone away, I would be very unhappy. I mean if you took, you know (pause). 

Because, I mean, well (pause). I guess in a way my news feed (pause) are you saying I 

wouldn’t get my news feed without the internet?” 

Researcher: “That’s one of the things, yeah.” 

Donna: “Oh my god. Alright, so I don’t get news feed. What about the weather, do I get 

the weather without the internet? I mean I’m using apps for these things so I’m trying 

to be more specific.” 

Researcher: “So, news you would either watch the televised news or a newspaper, and 

for the weather, the same. So, all your apps wouldn’t be able to update.” 

Donna: “Alright, and no YouTube, right?” 

Researcher: “And no YouTube.” 

[…] 

Donna: “What about the maps?” 

The exchange with Donna, who is very technologically literate as she studied computer engineering 

and worked for many years as a software developer, shows how important the World Wide Web is 

to the understanding of the internet. While it is obvious to her that her browser needs internet access 
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to work, she needs to meticulously go through the apps she frequently uses to consider whether they 

constitute “accessing the internet” or not. 

Donna’s example shows that while ‘the internet’ in academic scholarship refers more or less rigidly 

to the hardware and software that connects the network of networks, people’s conceptions of what 

constitutes the internet can vary greatly. This adds a difficulty to the examination of internet uses, as 

asking direct questions such as: “what do you use the internet for?”, can yield very different, and 

misleading, answers. The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography 

Across Platforms, Media and Contexts” presents the method used in this study to collect data, and 

shows how that method provides one way of alleviating such issues by conducting recurrent 

interviews where the participant and researchers are able to, together, discuss what is meant by the 

internet. This was important as in relation to my approach, as what I set out to examine was not how 

people understand or define what the internet means to them, but to illuminate all the ways in which 

the internet infrastructure is used in their daily life, whether people were aware of those uses or not. 

Second is the emergence of online advertisements, which also became more widespread in the 

period, and laid the foundation for a business model where services were free to use, as the 

commodity was attention (Webster, 2014). It is a business model that has come to be vital for many 

companies providing online services, and which is dependent on first, regulation that gives ownership 

of user data to the content providers rather than to the users, and second, on cookies, a technology 

that is able to extract and retain user data. Cookies were first invented in 1994, and is a small bit of 

data that a website transfers and stores on a user’s computer in order to remember important 

information about them and their browsing actions – for instance which site a person came from, 

which makes it possible to go back to previous sites. However, due to the fact that cookies store user 

behavior data that websites can access, they are also valuable for advertisers who can use that data 

to target ads to select people who made specific searches. The use of cookies in online advertising 

first began in 1997 (Sojern, 2014) and had significant implications, seeing as practically any online 

behavior could be monetized, and ads could be more precisely targeted. This demonstrated the 

potential of the online market – but also sparked privacy concerns.  

In 1997, and again in 2000, governance bodies agreed on a standard for cookies that set restrictions 

on the uses of third-party cookies (Kristol & Montulli, 1997, 2000) in order to protect the privacy of 

users. However, as the governing bodies defining the standards had no sanctioning power, most 
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major web browser companies decided to ignore them by continuing to allow third-party cookies to 

be placed, and user data to be sold. By 2011, the standards were changed to fit those practices (Barth, 

2011). This example of cookies is an exemplary example of the dominant position of the market in 

the conditioning of the internet. Due to the inability of the soft regulatory bodies to sanction market 

actors and enforce the agreed upon standards, market actors were able to profoundly shape the 

internet as a space where people using the internet were automatically commodified. That is, when 

people access the commercial internet – e-commerce sites, social media, search engines, news sites, 

mobile games and much more, every use automatically enter a commercial space. Consequently, 

they are forced to either take active initiative to circumvent cookies by installing ad blockers, or to 

accept that their actions are automatically monetized, in essence determining uses in the first 

instance. 

Talking to people about their internet habits, it is clear that advertising is engrained in their 

understanding of the internet to the point where ads are only rarely acknowledged. The conscious 

acknowledgement of ads almost only occurs in a few cases when the ads are either eerily accurate, 

or miss the mark entirely. Similarly, concerns about the use of personal data for commercial purposes 

are rare, again emphasizing the engrained view of the internet as a place where ads and the use of 

personal data is a given. For instance, Rachel, a 35-year-old lawyer, explains how she was on 

Instagram and clicked on a recipe: “I didn’t realize it was an ad at first, I thought it was someone I 

followed.” A few minutes later, she expands on her feelings toward targeted ads and the use of her 

data: 

“I know they’re collecting all that data on me, I know that that’s what’s happening. And 

you know what, sometimes they’re totally right! Sometimes Amazon’s like ‘how about 

this?’ and I’m like ‘Yeah, thank you! That’s exactly the yoga mat I was looking for!’.” 

Third, search engines became popular as a way to find resources. Search engines hold an 

advantageous, and profitable, position on the world wide web, as they serve as an intermediary 

between websites and people. Search engines aggregate and rank content, and have proven to be 

an invaluable tool in the use of the internet. However, with improved technology, and aided by a 

continued hands-off regulatory approach, the business model for search engine companies has 

changed since the mid 90’s – as has the services they are able to provide. Yahoo!, founded in 1994, 

was one of the first search engines to gain widespread popularity. Until 2002, Yahoo!’s primary 
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product was a human-edited directory of sites, where each site in the directory paid a fee to be listed. 

That year, Yahoo! changed their directory to a web crawling service that automatically browses and 

indexes the entire searchable internet – a function used by Google since their creation in 1998. The 

move in search engine technology from directory to web crawling also meant a change in business 

model. Where companies previously paid to be listed, search engines began earning their revenue 

from ads on their sites – either as banner ads, or as prioritized showings on search results – the latter 

of which proved to be most durable, as they targeted people more precisely based on their search 

terms.  

The US provided the perfect location from which to run search engine services, and their growth was 

assisted by, especially, a section in The Telecommunications Act of 1996 stating that intermediaries 

(such as search engines and later social media), should not be treated as providers of content 

produced by others on their platforms (Gilroy, 1996; Radu, 2019). This meant that companies 

providing search engine services could not be held accountable for the content of search results. 

Within this regulatory framework, companies providing search engine services continued to grow – 

and in many cases began to expand their product line. During the course of the 2000’s and 2010’s, 

Google gained an increasingly more central position, and also began providing services like email, 

server storage and maps, which I will discuss in more detail in the coming section. The dominant 

market position of Google has led some to argue that the company itself has become an 

infrastructure (Plantin et al., 2018), and indeed it is clear that Google’s services have become 

engrained in people’s uses, and understandings, of the internet. For instance, both Angela from the 

religious network and Javier from the immigrant network talk about Google maps as essential in their 

daily lives, as they both need to drive to different locations for work and John, the artist, and Donna, 

the retired software developer, both mention that they spend a lot of time searching information on 

Google. In a similar vein, Ryan, Kate, Sofia and Rae from the student network all mention how it would 

be difficult to get their school work done without the use of Google Drive to share work. One of the 

students, Rae, underscores the importance of search engine technology, and Google in particular, 

when she remarked: “You know, part of me wonders how you knew anything without Google”.  

Fourth, e-commerce, tightly connected to the online advertisement market, became popular (and 

possible) in the period. Various technological advancements made e-commerce possible, for instance 

cookies, discussed earlier, which made it possible to create user profiles and online shopping carts. 
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However, perhaps the most central technology was data encryption protocols, which made it 

possible to safely conduct monetary transactions online. The technology, of course, also made it 

possible to transfer sensitive data, making it possible to, for example, do online banking and exchange 

personal information, paving the way for e-government. Companies like Amazon and eBay were 

started in 1994 and 1995 respectively, and both grew throughout the period, as did companies such 

as eBay and Craigslist that were some of the first companies to utilize the internet to create sharing 

economies, where they facilitated the dual role of users as both sellers and buyers of goods and 

services. 

Alongside these developments, other new web applications opened up for new ways of 

communicating with people, institutions and companies. The developments of the period gave more 

avenues of one-to-one, one-to-many and many-to-many communication (Jensen & Helles, 2011): For 

one-to-one communication, the internet became capable of supporting voice, and later video calls, 

and new instant messaging services allowed for synchronous text-based conversations. In one-to-

many communication, the world wide web made it possible for companies and media outlets to reach 

people in new ways by moving their presence and services online. Many-to-many communication 

also became increasingly popular as more services supported that communication form, first through 

services such as internet forums and messaging boards, and later, through social media. 

 

Market, regulation, technology, people 

In sum, the internet grew quickly and radically from the mid 90’s to the early 2000’s. Most profoundly, 

the privatization of the internet resulted in the market gaining a prominent role in both the 

technological innovation and in the regulation of the internet, and in many respects became the 

dominant domain conditioning the development of the internet. As such, the privatization of the 

internet also meant that the three domains of technology, market and regulation became more 

conflated. 

The technological innovations improved access, speed, content and functionality of the internet. The 

expansion and improvement of the internet infrastructure meant that more people got internet 

access, with better speed and reliability, which was also foundational for the invention and 

applicability of the many new web applications. Further, technological innovations such as cookies 
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and encryption added memory and security to the internet, which made it possible for people to 

create user profiles, shop online and share sensitive information through secure connections.  

Two prominent internet markets emerged in the period. One was infrastructural and the other 

content based. At the infrastructural level, private companies gained control of the physical cables 

supporting the transfer of data, which meant that they could control costs and conditions for internet 

access. At the content level, the market grew rapidly – the number of registered domain names 

skyrocketed in the period, and through largely private technological innovations, the services that 

content companies could offer on the internet were also widened.  

The market solidified as the dominant domain in the development of the internet, as it initiated 

technological developments, and, to a large extent, was the main driver of internet regulation 

through market self-regulation, terms of services and new business models. Due to the central role 

of the market in the development of the internet, the internet came to satisfy private economic 

ambitions by accommodating businesses’ desires for profit, rather than for instance ensuring greater 

privacy for citizens. This is especially visible in the monetization of user data.  

Much internet regulation in the period derived from business practices and market self-regulation, 

as governments, and the US government in particular, adopted a hands-off approach to internet 

regulation to allow the market to grow unhindered. However, there were also important 

developments occurring in respects to formal internet governance. In the first years following the 

privatization of the internet, governance had almost exclusively been narrow in that it was concerned 

with the technical regulation of the internet by setting standards and defining protocols at the 

infrastructural level (Mueller, 2002). However, the period opened up for more, and broader, areas of 

regulation such as cyber security, legal issues, economic issues, and socio-cultural issues (Kurbalija, 

2016), although this type of regulation was still bound by national jurisdictions. Intellectual property 

rights and trademark disputes became prominent as the internet grew in popularity, and with the 

invention of encryption, cybersecurity and online crime prevention became important areas of 

regulation. Manuel Castells (2001) argues that while governments had left much internet regulation 

to either the market or to international non-governmental organizations, cybersecurity reinstated 

governments as important regulatory entities in internet governance, as it required internationally 

coordinated, but nationally instituted, policing. Hence, surveillance became increasingly important, 
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and Castells further argues that cybercrime was the precursor of what was later to be known as the 

surveillance state. 

In sum, many developments of the time set precedent for the developments leading up to the 

internet of 2017, the year in which the data collection took place. For instance, it was never a given 

that the private market should gain such a prominent position in the shaping of the internet, both in 

terms of technological developments, and in terms of the regulatory direction. 

To users, the internet solidified its position as a new medium through which to conduct still more 

everyday tasks and chores: Access to the internet became more wide spread in the US, and with that, 

people could use emails, instant messages or group chats to conduct their work, stay in touch with 

friends and family and participate in new communities. They could move much of their shopping 

online, surf the world wide web, listen to music, watch videos or play online games in order to enjoy 

leisure time. As most technological developments were market driven, the role of user and consumer 

became more entwined as user behavior also had implications for market actors.  

As consumers, the internet connected people to more businesses, and more services and goods 

became more easily accessible. However, in many respects, the internet became a platform that 

benefited the position of businesses. Companies were allowed to use and sell user data for 

advertising purposes and in that way, consumers on the internet did not only encounter a new 

market where they could buy services and goods, but also a market where they were subject to an 

increasing amount of advertising.  

Due to the central position of the market in the development of the internet, the role of consumer 

and citizen also converged in many respects. For instance, the use of cookies to better target 

advertisements could, from a consumer perspective, be experienced as a great assistance, as it helps 

people find the products or services they are looking for – like in the case of Rachel, looking for a 

yoga mat. However, from a citizen perspective, the use of cookies to target advertisements raise 

privacy concerns, as public and private conflate when online actions become monetized. In sum, a 

consequence of the strong position of the market in the development of the internet in the period 

meant that people, as they use the internet, are treated more as consumers, or indeed as 

commodities, than as citizens or as users – a tendency still prevalent in the internet of 2017. 

 



 50 

The Social and Mobile Internet: 2004-2017 

The internet saw immense developments in the period from the mid-noughties and onwards, not 

least in terms of user penetration. In 2004, 63% of adult used the internet, which had risen to 89% in 

2018 (Pew Research Center, 2019a). Infrastructure continued to improve, and began to cover still 

more parts of the country (Perrin, 2019). However, the biggest development in terms of access in the 

period came with mobile broadband. The usability of mobile broadband was assisted both by higher 

speeds in wireless access, first with the migration to 3G and later to 4G, and by the invention and 

popularization of smartphones with hardware and operating systems capable of supporting more 

complex and data heavy actions. In 2011, when Pew Research Center first started examining 

smartphone use, 35% of American adults owned a smartphone, compared to 77% in 2018 (Pew 

Research Center, 2019b). In 2019, 81% of Americans used the internet daily (Perrin & Kumar, 2019) 

with 37% of the total adult population in the US mostly using their smartphone to do so (M. Anderson, 

2019). Besides the increased user penetration, the way the internet was both structured and used 

changed significantly. This section touches upon some of the most notable developments by grouping 

them under three headings: 

First, the popularity of social media meant that people increasingly moved their social life online. The 

arrival of smartphone and mobile network technology meant that internet access was now available 

practically anywhere, anytime. Through, amongst others, these central developments, people both 

had the incentives and capabilities to integrate the internet into more aspects of daily life. 

Second, the market structure changed. Where there had previously been a divide between the 

market of internet infrastructure and that of content, the two markets began to merge. Internet 

service providers such as Comcast began offering their own content, and traditional content 

providers like Google or Netflix began building their own infrastructure – with consequences for net 

neutrality.  

Third, due to the advancements in internet applications, and the internet being used in still more 

aspects of daily life, a more structuralized regulatory milieu emerged to tackle the increasingly 

complex governance of the internet. Where coordinated internet specific regulation had previously 

been synonymous with setting technical standards, governments and intergovernmental 

organizations began to more formally address how to regulate the internet in a wider set of 
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regulatory domains. Furthermore, online state surveillance and privacy became areas of political 

contention – especially in the wake of revelations of surveillance practices of governments by 

whistleblowers like Edward Snowden. 

Together, the chosen examples are indicative of how the development of the internet in the period 

had, in different ways, an effect on how the internet could be used. The examples are very different 

in terms of their impact on internet development. However, they all contribute to the determination, 

in the first instance, of the internet infrastructure of how people are able to use the internet in their 

daily lives. 

In terms of the analytical articles, the examples highlighted in the following subsections have 

informed the data analysis in different ways. For the second article, “Managing Context Collapses. 

The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the Organization of Practices”, especially the mapping 

of how mobile media and new web applications have made it possible to use the internet in still more 

everyday activities have been central. That is, this historical mapping has outlined a media landscape 

with a particular array of technological solutions and limitations, offered by specific market actors. 

This has in turn made clear how people’s choices regarding the incorporation of the internet in their 

daily practices are determined in the first instance by the infrastructure available to them. For 

instance, the article outlines different media strategies people have for avoiding having for instance 

work or social life enter the wrong contexts. These different strategies, targeting either hardware (for 

instance leaving the smartphone in one room of the house during the day), or software (for instance 

by muting Facebook Messenger conversations), are entirely dependent on the infrastructure and the 

market available to them. Consequently, their strategies have been analyzed in relation to the specific 

configuration of the internet.  

For the third article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication 

Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, the analysis was particularly informed by the understanding 

of the ways in which the internet infrastructure supports various communication forms (i.e. text-, 

and voice/video-based communication) that expands largely through mobile and social media. The 

article is a cross-country comparison of the criteria people have for their communication with 

different social ties in different situations. The understanding of how the internet in the US support 

these different forms of communication is what makes the comparison with China and Denmark 

possible, as the infrastructural understanding is necessary in order to discern how similarities and 
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differences in people’s communication choices are related to different sociocultural contexts and to 

different communication technologies. 

  

Always on 

The period from 2004-2017 is marked by the beginning of the golden age of social media and web 

2.0, exemplified by the founding of what was later to become the unequivocally most popular social 

media site in the west: Facebook. Social media is central to almost all participants in the study, and 

to Americans in general, with nearly three quarters of the adult population using at least one social 

media service in 2019 (Pew Research Center, 2019c). Social media allow users to create profiles, 

connect with other users and explore the network of those connections. Although these functions 

existed earlier, social media were the first to combine them (boyd & Ellison, 2007). By combining 

these functions, social media services, more than any previous internet application, intertwined 

offline and online everyday life by connecting people who already had an offline relationship (boyd, 

2017; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). While neither the first nor the only social media, Facebook 

has proven to be the most durable, as it has been able to retain its popularity for over a decade, with 

220 million users in the US, and more than 2.3 billion monthly visits worldwide in 2017 (Clement, 

2019). Furthermore, Facebook owns brands such as Instagram, another widely popular social media 

platform, and WhatsApp, a text and Voice over IP platform, further cementing the position of the 

company as the central actor in the development and popularization of social media. 

In fact, Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp are all important in the daily life of many of the 

participants, as most of them use one or more of the services daily. WhatsApp is popular with 

participants who have friends or family abroad, as they use it as a replacement for international 

texting or calling. As Angela, a 52-year-old, first-generation Zimbabwean immigrant, states: 

“WhatsApp becomes, because it is free, it becomes an absolute gem because it can do your calls, you 

can do video-calling, you can do group text and stuff.” The quote from Angela also highlights the 

success of the social media business model, seeing as users are generally, if not unaware, then at 

least largely indifferent to the price of using these products: clicks and attention (Webster, 2014). 

Mariah, 39, and a Mexican immigrant, uses WhatsApp to have asynchronous voice conversations 

with her mother in Mexico, as they are both busy at different times:  
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“I can leave a message, a voice record. I can push just one button and say ‘good morning 

mom, have a great weekend!’ […] And it’s easy for me to record, because texts are very 

slow, super slow, and I don’t have too much time. […]. If I text her in the morning she 

texts me back maybe afternoon. But she always sends me back.”  

Mariah is not very tech savvy, and does not use the internet much in her life. However, due to the 

higher pricing on international calls and text messages through her phone subscription, social media 

apps become a cheaper alternative because she is free to transfer digital data across borders through 

the internet, as long as she stays within her subscription data cap. Furthermore, the technological 

properties of the service – that she is able to easily have asynchronous conversations – makes 

WhatsApp a viable solution for her.  

Similarly, Facebook is a central platform in the daily life of many of the participants. For instance, the 

student network all use Facebook throughout the day to make plans and stay in touch with each 

other or other friends, Javier and Daniela, the father and daughter in the immigrant network use it 

to connect to a marketplace where they can sell used items, and John, the janitor and painter, uses 

it to stay in touch with friends and promote his paintings. As such, social media sites have become 

platforms where people engage in activities as diverse as staying social, making plans, doing work, 

staying informed, killing time, making money and reading the news. The second article, “Managing 

Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in Organizing Practices”, more 

specifically analyse the multitude of ways people use, especially, social media in their daily practices, 

and article three, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns 

in China, Denmark and the US”, examines how the different communication forms (such as text- or 

voice-based communication) available through for instance social media, are included in people’s 

considerations about how to communicate with their social ties. Although the findings from the 

infrastructural and historical mappings do not figure in the articles themselves due to format 

restrictions, they have been important in the analysis process for both articles. Specifically, in relation 

to social media, the historical mapping has for instance assisted in the understanding of why people 

choose one platform to communicate over another in some instances, but not others (for instance 

as in the examples with WhatsApp above). This understanding has been crucial when examining 

people’s considerations about their communicative choices, as it has helped discern whether their 
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choices were based on infrastructural affordances (Hutchby, 2001), or on social or cultural 

preferences. 

A technical feature that has come to be central to social media are algorithms, which are a set of 

instructions for how data should be processed, ordered, and presented (Bucher, 2018). When used 

on social media platforms like Facebook or Instagram, algorithms are instructions that specify how 

content should be curated to the individual user, based on their behavior, interests, social circle and 

so forth. While algorithms are used on other web applications as well – For instance, Google has used 

algorithms to provide targeted search results since 2005 – the use of algorithms to curate and rank 

social media content have very specific, social implications for people, as they incorporate social 

media in their daily lives. Social media is intertwined with daily life, as both existing scholarly literature 

(boyd, 2017; boyd & Ellison, 2007) and the data collected in this study suggest. In effect, the curation 

of content on social media platforms are a curation of social relations, where the content produced 

by some connections rank higher than content produced by others, thereby instilling a hierarchy 

between relations that may or may not mirror the reality of that connection. Consequently, the 

technical specifications of how a social media platform orders its content can mean that a person is 

mostly exposed to content from select connections, and that only select connections are exposed to 

content from that person. These effects are what Molly, 40, refers to, when she deliberates on why 

she no longer posts content on her Facebook wall:  

“For some reason I’m just super turned off of Facebook now. And the people that post 

on there all the time really annoy me. I don’t know why, but like, I have one to two 

people that I know that I would say are more acquaintances than friends, but I feel like 

they post everything.” 

In effect, while the algorithm curating content on social media can be beneficial to tie strength by 

making communications more frequent by prioritizing visibility (frequency of communication is one 

characteristic determining tie strength according to Granovetter (1973)), it can also have the 

opposite effect – as in the case of Molly, where she experiences that the algorithm pushes content 

from ties with whom she does not necessarily want to be closer.  

The second major technological development is the improvement of mobile media technology, 

catalyzed by the release of the first iPhone in 2007. Although there were phones with internet 
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connection before 2007, the iPhone revolutionized the mobile media market by making smartphones 

a viable option for internet use. Smartphones are phones with greater hardware capabilities than 

regular feature phones, with a more advanced operating system that not only supports regular 

mobile phone services such as text messaging and voice calls, but also for instance internet- and 

multimedia services. Since the release of the iPhone, smartphones have also generally supported 

software applications from third party developers, which has further increased the functionality of 

the devices.  

The usability of smartphones has also been supported by continuous investments and improvements 

of mobile broadband. The first major shift came with the transition from 2G to 3G wireless broadband 

in 2002, with the subsequent upgrade to 4G being the infrastructural backbone supporting the 

evolution of mobile media use in daily life. Where the 3G standard had a max download capacity of 

7.2 Mbps in 2002, 4G had a download capacity of 150 Mbps when it was first made available in the 

US in 2009. Although both technologies have since seen massive improvements, the advances in 

speed with which mobile devices were able to access the internet meant that still more internet-

dependent features became available through them. 

Through third party software applications, it became possible for people to use the internet to 

conduct still more aspects of their daily life from anywhere, and at any time. They could access their 

private and work-related email accounts, they were able to do their banking, transfer money, do 

online shopping, play mobile games, track their sports or sleeping habits (Lupton, 2016), look up 

directions on interactive maps, access their social media accounts, stream music and videos, engage 

in sharing economy activities such as ride sharing and much more. Consequently, while the 

emergence of social media signified a move of people’s social life to include the online domain, the 

advancements in mobile media technologies ended the idea of an online/offline dichotomy, which 

had long prevailed in internet studies (eg. Baym, 2000; Markham, 1998; Turkle, 1995), as people were 

now able to use the internet whenever, wherever for work, to be social, to take care of the home, to 

do leisure activities and much more. Article one presents a qualitative method for how to collect data 

on people’s uses – both what they do and what they think they do – of the internet as it crosses these 

physical contexts and domains of life. That is, through the combination of interviews and 

communication diaries, the article offers one way of following people as they use the internet in 

many different contexts – for instance during private family dinners (John and Javier) or when they 
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are in bed at night (Donna). The second article examines how people have different experiences of 

the collapsing contexts that occur as a result of the increased mobility where daily practices can be 

performed in previously unrelated contexts. 

Although the technology is fairly new, the first iPhone had been released only 10 years prior to the 

interviews, the smartphone was wholly engrained in most peoples’ lives. For instance, many 

participants mentioned that their phone would be one of the things in their lives that they would 

have the most difficulty living without. This was true of Sophia, a 19-year-old student, who 

elaborated:  

“Because I feel like if I don’t have [my phone] I just won’t talk to people. I won’t be able 

to make plans with people, I won’t know what people are doing. Because all that is 

rarely coordinated face to face. So, people make plans, through their phone, through 

their devices. Also, I’m totally addicted to it when I’m bored now. If I’m bored, sitting 

somewhere, I can’t just be staring off into space. I think I used to be able to do that 

before I had my phone, but I definitely can’t do that now. Now I have to be reading 

something or listen to music or watching a video. Keep up on news, like, things that are 

happening. Yeah, pretty much everything. I feel like my life is kind of tied to my device.” 

In sum, the period is marked by an increased intertwining of internet use with daily life in general, as 

the social moves online, and the online becomes mobile. The smartphone has revolutionized the way 

people are able to use the internet. When Maria Barkardjieva  released her study of the internet in 

everyday life (2005), she visited people’s homes to see how the internet was used, and also to see 

where the internet was placed, in people’s homes. Now, the internet is no longer, for the majority of 

people using the internet, confined to a specific location, but travels with them. As such, this last 

period of the development of the internet is, by all measures, the period when the internet was not 

only part of daily life, but thoroughly engrained in it.  

 

Merging of markets 

Specifically, on the market side, the period between 2005 and 2017 is characterized by the 

centralization of market influence in a few major internet company conglomerates, and by the 

merging of previously separate markets: the market for infrastructure, and the market for content. 
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Beginning with the latter, the merging of the two markets happened in two directions with both the 

entry of actors from the infrastructure market on the content market, and with the entry of actors 

from the content market on the infrastructure market. Going from infrastructure to content, internet 

service providers began distributing content to customers through their own streaming services. For 

instance, AT&T, began offering on-demand video streaming in 2006 (AT&T, 2008), and Comcast had 

a goal of offering 1000 on-demand titles to their customers in 2008 (Ramsay, 2014). Over time, 

internet service providers expanded their content delivery service, but also started to produce 

content themselves, often by acquiring existing content production companies (as examples, 

Comcast acquired the majority of NBCUniversal in 2011 and AT&T purchased WarnerMedia that, 

among other things, produces HBO content).  

Going from the content market to the infrastructure market, large internet companies like Google, 

Facebook, Amazon and Netflix began investing in internet infrastructure in different ways. For 

instance, Google, Facebook and Amazon have all invested in undersea cables (Zimmer, 2018), with 

Google finishing the first undersea cable by a non-telecommunications company in 2019, connecting 

the US and Chile. Google and Amazon both use the infrastructure to, among other things, transfer 

internal data between their respective data centers in order to bypass traditional internet service 

providers, and to offer cloud storage to consumers and companies. Besides building an internal 

infrastructure that connects their data centers like Google and Amazon, Facebook has invested in 

terrestrial internet infrastructure, also turning their attention to urban area congestion and to rural 

area connection (Choubey & Yazdan, 2016). Companies like Netflix have also begun building their 

own content delivery networks that peers directly with internet service providers at different 

locations across the globe (Netflix, 2016). These investments have implications for the people using 

the internet in, mainly, their capacity as consumers. 

First, as consumers, the increased investments from content companies in internet infrastructure 

have a positive impact on the speed that content can be accessed, and companies like Amazon and 

Google are able to offer cloud services that they would not be able to offer had they not invested in 

global infrastructure. Several of the participants in this study enjoy the benefits of these services. For 

instance, both Ryan and his close friend Kate in the student network mention how they rely on 

Googles cloud services in the organizing of their school work. Katie explains: “My Google Drive is also 

probably the key thing because it has most of my documents for classes now, and a bunch of stuff 



 58 

I’m doing for [the dorm]”, while Ryan, clarifying how he uses his computer for school: “So a lot of it’s 

actually done through my Google Drive.” Jane, 63, likewise relies heavily on cloud storage, 

mentioning Dropbox (who until 2016 stored all their data on Amazon servers until they also began 

building their own infrastructure): “I keep my entire life on Dropbox. So, I can pull up anything I want 

from anywhere. Whether that’s photographs or whether that’s documents. Whether that’s working 

on a paper or whatever.” Cloud storage often comes up in article two, “Managing Context Collapses. 

The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the Organization of Practices”, as it is central to Kate’s, 

Ryan’s and Jane’s ability be flexible in their work. By examining the infrastructural settings making 

those services possible, this chapter contextualizes the uses of cloud technology by illustrating how 

those services are the result of infrastructural developments that also have other, seemingly 

unrelated, consequences. 

Second, these infrastructure investments also improve the quality of the service. For instance, by 

building data centers across the US (and other parts of the world), Netflix is able to store a select 

section of their content closer to consumers, thereby limiting latency. Additionally, the increased 

investments in the internet backbone, for instance Google’s undersea cables or Facebook’s terrestrial 

Wi-Fi ventures, result in both better speed and access. In that way, there are clear consumer benefits 

to the merging of the two markets, at least in companies moving from content to infrastructure, 

because it equals increased infrastructural investments. The investments from content companies in 

infrastructure does, however, also pose problems for consumers, as those investments further 

cement the central, and in some instances near monopolistic, market position of the few companies 

with the funds to carry out those investments. 

With actors moving from the infrastructure markets to the content market, the implications for the 

people using the internet are mostly tied to effects of the outcomes of the net neutrality debate. In 

2005, mobile data was classified by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) as an information 

service (Felzac, 2013), and as such was placed under the same loose regulatory control that 

broadband had been under since 1996. However, that same year, the FCC added four additional 

principles to the internet as information services that internet service providers were to follow, 

namely that consumers should have the right to 1) access content of their choice, 2) run applications 

and services of their choice, 3) connect devices of their choice and 4) be able to choose an internet 

service provider on a competitive market (Federal Communications Commission, 2005). The 
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principles would make it illegal for internet service providers to throttle or prioritize data on their 

networks, or to block access to other networks with whom they did not have peering agreements. 

Unhappy with the added restrictions, Verizon sued the FCC, and won, stating that, as information 

services, the FCC had no authority to enforce the principles. Following the lawsuit, the FCC 

reclassified broadband and mobile internet providers as common carriers in 2015, thereby instating 

net neutrality and forcing internet service providers to treat data equally. However, net neutrality 

was short lived, as the new head of the FCC, who took office in 2017, again classified internet 

providers as information services, thereby reversing net neutrality, and again allowing internet 

service providers more control of the data flowing through their networks. 

With the designation of the internet, both broadband and mobile, as information services, the entry 

of the infrastructure market on the content market have the potential to significantly impact the uses 

of the internet: Last mile service providers will be able to prioritize content that they themselves own, 

and even block content from competitors, should they decide to do so. Consequently, the merging 

of infrastructure markets with the market for content means that the internet that people are able 

to access, and the speed with which they are able to access it, could potentially differ significantly 

depending on who their internet provider is. For instance, since AT&T is not required to treat data 

on their network equally, they are able to prioritize content from their own content delivery services 

like HBO, while throttling competitors such as Netflix. While this is obviously problematic for people 

as consumers, as it creates a market of unequal competition, it is also problematic for people as 

citizens, as they have no enforceable right to access all lawful content on the internet. In that way, 

the net neutrality debate and the service provision market point to one very palpable way that the 

internet infrastructure determine uses in the first instance: It allows market actors to control what 

content is available to their customers, and what is not – effectively creating disparate internets – 

even within the same regulatory jurisdiction. The problems of a fragmented internet where each 

service provider is able to curate content as a way to maximize profits are especially poignant in the 

infrastructural landscape of the United States. By the end of 2016, internet service providers had 

broadband monopolies affecting roughly 70 million people in the United States (Trostle & Mitchell, 

2018).  

As previously mentioned, Plantin et al. (2018) discussed the platformization of infrastructures and 

the infrastructuralization of platforms. They argue that when the internet was privatized and divided 
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between several companies responsible for only their subsection of the internet backbone, the 

internet was platformized, stating: “platform ecology looks more like a network or web, linking 

independently developed and maintained systems” (Plantin et al., 2018, p. 301). Additionally, they 

also argue that platforms such as Facebook and Google have become so ubiquitous in the daily life 

of Americans that they have become infrastructuralized. For instance, Facebook is no longer simply 

a social media service that people voluntarily and intentionally visit, but also, they mention as an 

example, an authentication method that stretches into other sites and applications that ask users to 

identify themselves by logging into Facebook through a plug-in. 

The platformization and infrastructuralization that Plantin et al. discuss are tied to the same market 

categories outlined in this chapter: that is, the market for physical infrastructure and the market for 

content respectively. In Plantin et al., the platformization of the market for infrastructure occurs 

because several companies control a subsection of the entire internet backbone, and must cooperate 

with their competitors in order to ensure the function of the network. The infrastructuralization 

happening on the content side occurs, again in Plantin et al., because certain companies have grown 

to a size where they are practically impossible to avoid. Even if a person decides not to use Facebook’s 

or Google’s core services, it would be nearly impossible to avoid the trackers and cookies from those 

companies placed on other sites.  

However, while their ‘cross-articulation’ of infrastructure studies and platform studies provides a 

theoretical framework to describe the digital media landscape, they did not grasp, as perhaps it was 

not as clear at the time they were writing, how concrete both the platformization of infrastructures 

and infrastructuralization of platforms would be. As such, rather than the articulation of 

infrastructure and platforms referring to the fact that one begins to take on characteristics of the 

other, the merging of the two markets described in this section make the articulation concrete. The 

platformization of infrastructures is no longer simply occurring due of how the infrastructure market 

is organized, but because actors like Comcast and AT&T from the infrastructure market have entered 

the platform market. Similarly, Google and Facebook are not just infrastructuralized platforms 

because they are ubiquitous, but because the companies themselves have entered the market for 

infrastructure. They, physically, have become infrastructure companies. In sum, large companies with 

the means to branch out and merge the two markets are able to solidify their position online, either 

by building a platform which they, as infrastructures, can support and prioritize, taking advantage of 
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FCC decision to nullify net neutrality, or by building infrastructure to support and ensure a market 

edge by improving the quality of their own services.  

 

A new regulatory milieu 

The period from 2004 and onward is also characterized by a new regulatory milieu, specifically 

marked by the emergence of more structuralized international governance, initiated with the 

establishment of the United Nations’ World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), which was 

held for the first time in 2003. WSIS marked a pivotal change in governance of the internet in two 

ways. One, it formulated (although loosely) the first definition of internet governance, addressing the 

relationship between governments, market actors and civil society entities in the governance and 

regulation of the internet (Radu, 2019; Weber, 2010). Two, WSIS began a process of a more 

structured and institutionalized internet governance, for instance by created a forum that would 

eventually facilitate the changing of hands of the internet backbone and domain name distribution 

from the US to the UN.  

However, the move towards more international governance did no go uncontested. This was 

especially true in the field of cybersecurity, where UN led regulation prioritized citizen privacy, 

whereas the US were more concerned with questions of national security. This led to regulatory 

contentions with implications for citizens in the United States, as it outlines the core issues of how to 

balance citizen rights versus national security. In the same vein, the period is also marked by the 

increased awareness of the surveillance state – not least due to various leaks by whistleblowers, such 

as Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning, of governments’ collection of personal data. 

Up until 2003, internet specific regulation had been synonymous with technical regulation such as 

setting standards, and supervising and distributing domain names. Other regulation, like trademark 

protection in domain name distribution or consumer protection had only concerned the internet 

peripherally: It was never regulation of the internet, it was regulation of a field that happened to also 

be online. However, as an outcome of the first WSIS meeting in 2003, a first draft of a definition of 

internet governance was produced. The definition formally stated that governments, the private 

sector, civil society and international organizations all had a stake in ensuring proper governance of 

the internet – although it did not define the actual enforcing powers of stakeholders.  
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In the two years between the first and the second WSIS meeting, a working group was tasked with 

further developing the internet governance definition. Their work had two important outcomes: First, 

the privileged role of the united states in ICANN and the assignment and control of domain names 

remained untouched, and private leadership in the technical governance of the internet was 

maintained. Second, the updated definition of internet governance further expanded the scope of 

the term to formally include still more public policy issues, such as security, cybercrime, intellectual 

property rights, e-commerce, freedom of expression, data protection and consumer rights, 

effectively making internet governance a sociopolitical field rather than a technical one (Mueller, 

2010). In effect, regulation that more directly addressed issues related to uses of the internet by 

people in their capacity as users, consumers or citizens was added to the agenda of internet 

governance – not as regulatory issues that also happened to overlap with the internet, but as issues 

that required internet specific regulation.  

In effect, the WSIS definition of internet governance meant that a wider array of regulatory issues 

was considered relevant to the international steering and development of the internet. However, 

one area of issues came to dominate in internet regulation discourse, namely issues concerning 

cybersecurity: Infrastructure protection, cyberterrorism, viruses, denial of service attacks, hacking, 

and encryption (DeNardis, 2017; Mueller, 2017). Two divergent camps formed in the approach to 

these issues. One camp argued that cybersecurity issues were related to civil concerns such as privacy 

and freedom of speech, and as such should be the purview of international governance in the forum 

provided by the UN. The other camp, which included the US, argued that cybersecurity issues were 

related to questions of national security and geopolitics, and as such, cybersecurity regulation should 

be under the auspices of nation states (Dunn Cavelty, 2008; Mueller, 2017). The core of these debates 

concerned the balance between online privacy rights and national security, and made clear the 

imbalance between the two. On the one hand, regulating the internet as an international 

infrastructure where citizens’ rights must be protected across borders, places rights protection in 

international institutions that have limited to no power to institute hard – that is, sanctionable and 

enforceable – law. On the other hand, national security is a matter of national sovereignty, and as 

such, enforceable. This means that even though citizen’s rights are protected by international 

regulation, national regulation takes precedent. 
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The debate reached its culmination in the 2013 revelations by whistleblower Edward Snowden of far-

reaching state surveillance by the US and allied governments, in cooperation with 

telecommunications companies. The revelations painted a picture of far-reaching state surveillance 

in the name of national security. For instance, the US government collected emails and phone records 

from American and international citizens – 97 billion emails and 124 billion phone calls in a single 

month in 2013 – as well as accessed Google and Yahoo! accounts and data centers, and installed 

cookies to track people’s online behavior (Greenwald, 2014). It was also revealed that the US 

government had spied on world leaders like German chancellor Angela Merkel and Dilma Rousseff, 

the president of Brazil (Greenwald, 2014). The revelations had major national and international 

ramifications. Nationally, the extensive surveillance of, especially, American citizens, became target 

for public debate – for a time. Internationally, however, the revelations had more lasting effects, as 

they were a dominant factor in a new UN privacy resolution, drafted by Germany and Brazil, that 

underlined the fact that citizens have the same rights online as they do offline (Yilma, 2018), and in 

a push to globalize ICANN and remove the US from its privileged position in the control of the domain 

name system (Stanton, 2014), which was finalized in 2016. 

From the interviews, however, it is apparent that almost all participants in this study were not 

concerned with issues of surveillance and privacy, as only Donna, the former software engineer, 

mentioned that those were worries of hers. In the few cases where people did express concerns 

about personal data protection, they did so explicitly as it related to cybercrime committed by 

criminals, although they all had a sense of the internet as a relatively safe space, with the benefits of 

incorporating it in many aspects of their daily lives outweighing any privacy concerns. As John, the 

artist and church janitor, states:  

“I’m not concerned about that as much as I should be and I think there’s enough backup 

systems. Chase will send me: ‘there was just some suspicious activity on your card’, so 

I trust the experts, I trust the system.” 

Similarly, Molly, part-time law school lecturer and mother of three young children says: 

“I would say I’m less careful about that, which is what you’re supposed to be careful 

about, right? Like, don’t put your social security number in an email, don’t put all your 
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credit card information – like, don’t send a picture of all your information via text. I do 

that all the time, because I have to do that to make my life work.” 

The “system” that John refers to are the safety measures in place to protect his data and property 

from criminals. Molly, on the other hand, is aware that her relative carelessness with her data makes 

her vulnerable to cybercrime. However, it is a risk she is willing to take, as she believes that the risk 

of her being targeted is minute enough that that she is willing to take it.  

In sum, The US, along with partners Australia, New Zealand, the UK and Canada, treated cybersecurity 

as national, geopolitical affairs and thus took advantage of the technological arrangement of the 

internet to gather information on citizens. The response from the global community however, was 

based on a view of cybersecurity as related to freedom and privacy rights. The issues of cybersecurity 

highlight the fact that the new regulatory milieu, centered around international collaboration and 

global internet governance, still spark international debate amongst governments with varying 

norms, beliefs and interests. Consequently, defining the reach of global internet governance, and the 

role of sovereign nation states in policy making, is still a topic for debate, which, as shown, can have 

implications for people as users, consumers and citizens. However, the establishment of WSIS and 

the subsequent UN internet governance institutions do mark a clear, yet soft, regulatory direction 

for the governance and regulation of the internet. 

 

Market, regulation, technology, people 

The period from 2004 until the time of the data collection in 2017 saw significant changes to the 

internet, impacting the way it could be incorporated in daily life.  

The technological developments in the period are characterized by improvements in, mainly, speed 

and mobility. Most significant is the invention of the smartphone, which made it possible to easily 

carry out internet related practices from anywhere at any time. Other technological developments 

had an effect on what content people were presented with as they went online. Specifically, the use 

of cookies and the implementation of algorithms in services such as search engines and social media 

meant that users began to receive personalized content based on their browsing history. This 

improved the quality of their services, because each user would get customized content based on 

their habits and preferences. However, these functions have also had political and societal 
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ramifications as they can create filter bubbles where people are only presented with views and 

opinions that match their own (Flaxman, Goel, & Rao, 2016; Pariser, 2011; Senter, 2019). 

The market developments in the period were characterized by a partial merging of the two previous 

markets associated with the internet, namely the market for infrastructure and the market for 

content. The merging of the infrastructure market with the content market had implications for 

people as consumers and as citizens in the US in 2017: On the one hand, the hands-off regulatory 

environment allows internet providers to control the flow of data through their networks, as there 

are no policy constraints that prohibits prioritization of self-produced content, or throttling of 

content provided by competitors. On the other hand, merging of the content market with the 

infrastructure market solidifies the dominant market position of some of the largest content 

providers such as Amazon, Google and Facebook. 

In terms of regulatory influences on the development of the internet, the period was characterized 

by a turn to international internet governance. Internet governance broadened the field of internet 

specific regulation to include all the regulatory areas identified by Kurbalija (2016): infrastructure, 

cybersecurity, legal issues such as trademark and intellectual property disputes, economic issues such 

as e-commerce and consumer protection, development regulation concerning the global expansion 

of the internet, sociocultural issues including content regulation and human rights protections. The 

shift towards a coordinated cooperation in internet regulation through the UN also meant that the 

rights of citizens took a more central place in cybersecurity debates. However, regulation coming out 

of WSIS and other subsequent UN forums was mostly soft and non-binding, meaning that sovereign 

nations, such as the US, were still able to decide how to balance the issue of privacy versus national 

security – placing much greater emphasis on the latter.   

The examples chosen in this section are indicative, but of course not exhaustive, of the changes 

occurring in the period, as they show key developments that were conditioned mainly by technology, 

mainly by market and mainly by regulation – while also showing how the three domains overlap. With 

these examples I have shown how some developments have a direct effect on uses of the internet – 

for instance mobile phones and social media – which bring obvious changes to how people 

incorporate the internet in their daily lives. The examples from the first subsection show how the 

historic development of the internet directly determine uses in the first instance by providing people 

with specific opportunities: ways of connecting with social ties (article three), or ways of being flexible 



 66 

in their daily chores (article two). The examples from the two following subsections show that the 

development of the internet also have less direct, and less visible, implications for uses – but not 

necessarily less important. In that way, I argue that the merging of markets and the regulatory 

decisions are important to recognize in order to understand the determination in the first instance 

of uses by the internet infrastructure – even though those developments are invisible to the people 

in my study. 

Firstly, when people use the internet, they are forced to engage with the markets that the internet 

supports, first to gain access, and then to view content. A restructuring of those markets necessarily 

affects how people can navigate them. For instance, depending on the internet service provider, 

people will get pushed different content; if they decide to use services such as Netflix the quality of 

the stream will depend on whether the movie they want to watch is stored close to them or not; and 

depending on their browsing patterns, their data will travel through specific companies and specific 

cables, which decides who can profit from their clicks.  

Secondly, the regulation of the internet impact how people can use it. For instance, in the case of 

cybersecurity, the heavy focus on national security in the US compared to citizen privacy means that 

people in the US will have to take conscious action (such as buying VPN services) when they access 

the internet, if they do not want their data gathered and stored by government agencies. Therefore, 

people cannot use the internet as a communication platform where they can expect privacy (from 

either market or state surveillance) in the same way that they can expect it through other 

communication forms like face to face, letters, or even phone conversations. The fact that this is a 

structural limitation to actions that people are generally not cognizant of, is in itself an important 

finding in relation to people’s internet use: The internet provides a framework for actions – both 

what people are able to do, how their actions travel through the internet infrastructure and who has 

access to their meta-data, whether the participants are aware or not. 

This finding further supports the efforts of this dissertation to couple the historically separate fields 

of production and audience studies: That is, through this overview of the historical development, and 

current configuration of the internet infrastructure, I have contextualized people’s internet uses. 

Through this contextualization, I show how, even when they are unaware themselves, people’s 

communication choices are determined in the first instance. 
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Determining the Possible 

This chapter has shown how the development of the internet was conditioned over time by 

technological innovations and capabilities, market structures and regulatory decisions. Importantly, 

while one of the three domains might be the driving influence in some instances, no developments 

occur in a vacuum. That is, understanding the development of the internet as an interplay between 

technology, market and regulation does not mean to understand their respective influence as 

sequential, where one domain conditions another which then in turn conditions the next. Rather, 

each domain condition at once, but with varying force, the development of the internet. An example: 

HTTP cookies marked a pivotal technological development, but were developed at the request of a 

market actor, as MCI, an internet service provider, wanted to reduce their cost of operation by 

caching user information on users’ own computers rather on company servers. Furthermore, cookies 

were invented by an employee at Netscape, a company providing one of the earliest popular web 

browsers – also making Netscape more competitive as cookies improved the quality of their product. 

Furthermore, cookies were a possible solution to the request because of the lose regulatory regime 

which allowed companies to use people’s personal computers to store data. As the uses of cookies 

for advertisements became prevalent, these uses were similarly only possible because there were no 

regulatory bodies in place with authority to sanction uses of personal data for commercial purposes, 

even though they were in direct violation of international standards. In sum, while the specific 

configuration of market and regulation did not determine the invention of the HTTP cookie, it created 

a field where the HTTP cookie became a possible and viable solution. 

Through the unique and shifting configuration of the three domains, the internet evolved into the 

pervasive platform that the participants in the study use to work, be social, follow the news, find 

information, use leisure, coordinate their chores and more. It grew from being a closed network 

intended for military and academic purposes to becoming an indispensable infrastructure in people’s 

daily lives. Through privatization, the internet became populated, faster, more accessible, more 

intuitive and more mobile. But none of the fundamental developments, whether technological, 

economic or political, were ever predetermined, and they created a unique internet that made 

certain actions possible and other impossible – encouraged certain behavior and discouraged other. 
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It is within the limits of this playing field that my participants are able to use the internet to conduct 

their daily life. Understanding the history of the internet is an important part of understanding why 

people use the internet in the ways that they do. It highlights the fact that the internet was never a 

readymade medium, but a product of its technological, economic and political environment. It 

determines uses of the internet in the first instance in very specific ways, constraining and enabling 

activities as a consequence of how its development was conditioned historically. In that way, 

understanding the history of the internet means understanding the framework of people’s online 

activities. It makes it possible to consider not just what people do, but also what people do in relation 

to what they could possibly do.  

In sum, the historical development of the internet that I have outlined here through examples of the 

conditioning force of technological innovations, market structures and regulatory decisions 

respectively, outlines the field of possible actions when using the internet. The examples used 

throughout the chapter are telling of why the historical infrastructure perspective is useful in the 

analysis of daily life: It shows that the configuration of the internet has a determining effect on what 

people can possibly do, and that these configurations are historically founded. Therefore, while 

asking people what they do with the internet is important in understanding what they think they are 

doing, the historical infrastructure perspective provides an additional layer to the understanding 

online actions by showing how the internet, in and of itself, determines uses in the first instance. The 

analytical articles to come are then case studies of internet use, and as such, they should be read, in 

part, on the basis of this historical framework, and in part by the cultural framework presented in the 

next chapter: They examine a specific point in time and place – a cross-section of this historical 

development in which the internet has a particular configuration – and, as a consequence of the 

developments that have come before, determine internet uses in the first instance, because it has 

materialized as a compounding of a specific array of technological innovations, a particular market 

structure, and is regulated in very specific ways. 

 

Next, while the configurations of technology, market and regulation creates a structural framework 

for possible actions, peoples’ uses are also guided by cultural predilections which must also be 

understood in order to recognize why people in the US use the internet as they do. That is, while 

the internet configures a playing field of possible actions, it does not mean that people freely act 
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within those constraints. Their behaviors are molded by values, beliefs, attitudes and norms which 

they adopt from the communities they engage and identify with. The following chapter will discuss 

how culture can be understood as a factor in communicative actions, and, as such, addresses the 

question of how to examine uses of the internet in cultural settings.
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Part II 
 

Uses
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Using the Internet 

The previous chapter focused on how the configurations of technology, market and regulation have 

conditioned the creation of the internet, which, in turn, configures a playing field of possible 

communicative actions. First, that chapter presented the internet as a material structure whose 

properties determine, in the first instance, how people are able to communicate through it. Second, 

it framed the analytical articles to come as case studies of how people approach and implement the 

material structure of the internet in their daily lives, in a specific time and place.  

This chapter marks a change in focus for the remainder of the thesis, from historical and 

infrastructural factors to the people using the internet – a focus continued in the articles. It examines 

how people are also steered in their communicative choices by their understandings of the meanings 

of those communications. In other words, people’s uses of the internet are guided by cultural 

predilections, by values, beliefs, norms and attitudes, and by their general meaning-making of the 

world around them. 

I will first discuss how I understand the relationship between culture and communication, and how 

culture is expressed in – and through – people’s communicative choices. Second, I will discuss the 

role of communication technologies in the diffusion of culture in both space and time. Third, I provide 

data examples from my fieldwork to illustrate how the conditioning and determining structures that 

are conveyed in the theoretical categories I have discussed throughout this framework – culture, 

technology, market and regulation – are manifested in individuals’ internet use. 
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Communicating Culture 

In this dissertation I understand culture as arrangements of symbols through which the world is given 

meaning, and with which people communicate and, consequently, organize their practices, 

institutions and communities. 

Hence, I adopt, at the most basic level, an anthropological conception of culture. This conception is 

what Raymond Williams outlined in his Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society in 1976. As he 

puts it: “culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language.” 

(Williams, 2013 [1976], p. 76) (his emphasis). Etymologically, the word is derived from colere, 

referring to agriculture and the practices of tending the earth and refining crops. As the concept 

evolved, Williams states, culture began to be related with human development in three distinct ways: 

First, it came to mean the process of the development of individual character. This meaning dates 

back to the work of Francis Bacon (1605), and became more prevalent during that century, with 

Thomas Hobbes using it as a metaphor for education (1651). Secondly, it came to mean a way of life. 

Here, culture was often used synonymously with civilization, and often implied a process of 

development away from anarchy (Arnold, 1869) or nature (Spencer, 1870), with European civilization 

being presented as the pinnacle of cultural development. However, the view of culture as something 

possessed by some groups and not by others was contested, notably by Edward Burnett Tylor (2010 

[1871]), who argued that, while the culture of some groups is more civilized and evolved than others, 

all social groups have culture; a specific way of life. Third, culture came to mean intellectual or artistic 

production, that is, the aesthetic artefacts – music, literature, paintings and so forth – that are 

produced within, and are representations of, a specific society. However, Williams notes, the three 

distinctions identified cannot be, and should not be, easily distinguished: “The complex of senses 

indicates a complex argument about the relations between general human development and a 

particular way of life, and between both and the works and practices of art and intelligence.” 

(Williams, 2013 [1976], pp. 80–81). 

Through his historic overview of the different notions of culture, and his consolidation of its various 

meanings, Williams provides a loosely defined conception of culture as a term that explains, broadly 

speaking, how people engage with, and make sense the world. The definition of culture that I initially 
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provided is rooted in this ‘complex argument’, but, by drawing on the work of James Carey, it 

accentuates the crucial position of communication in the formation and reformation of culture. 

As stated in my initial definition, culture is an arrangement of symbols through which the world is 

given meaning. To explain this, Carey’s (2009 [1989]) analogy of the map is useful: Mapping a territory 

means to condense it into representations. A map can be scaled up or down to different ratios: It can 

present longitudes and latitudes, elevations, currents of waterflow, vegetation density, soil types, 

temperatures and much more. But it will never be able to show the territory as it really is. Instead, 

the map displays different representations of the territory that symbolize the real world. This, Carey 

argues, is the essence of culture – it is a lens through which reality is given meaning. As he states: 

“There is reality and then, after the fact, our accounts of it.” (Carey, 2009 [1989], p. 20). In that sense, 

the scaling, the drawing of elevations, of vegetation, of waterflow or of heat, are all ways of ascribing 

meaning – they are symbols indicating how the world that it maps should be understood. Through 

this mapping, the world is given meaning and understood, not as it is, but as it is experienced through 

symbolic arrangements. Experience, then, is key in relation to culture, because it is the modality 

through which cultural symbols are interpreted and disseminated: People experience the world by 

interacting with it, by being immersed in a continuous process of receiving and responding to sensory 

inputs. Carey explains this process: “Our minds and lives are shaped by our total experience—or, 

better, by representations of experience and, as Williams has argued, a name for this experience is 

communication.” (Carey, 2009 [1989], p. 26). Equating experience with communication also means 

that communication should be understood broadly as all the ways in which particular mappings of 

the world – symbolic arrangements – are shared between people. This can include speech through 

different media, body language, writings such as emails or works of literature, or visual means such 

sports or architecture. 

Accepting Carey’s argument, the central connection between culture and communication can be 

summarized: Culture is constituted in and through symbolic arrangements that give meaning to 

experiences which can be shared – to communication. Taken as such, culture (symbolic 

arrangements) and communication (experiences) are mutually dependent. That is, culture gives 

meaning to communication, and communication is the means and medium through which culture is 

understood, distributed and reevaluated. In that sense, centrally, the perpetuation and development 
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of symbolic arrangements – of how the world should be understood – only happens through people’s 

facility to communicate about the world, and with themselves. 

Connecting this again to the definition of culture I provided at the beginning of this section, the 

definition can be broken down into three elements. First, culture amounts to symbolic arrangements 

through which the world is given meaning, second, these symbolic arrangements are the means with 

which people communicate and third, people translate processes of communication into ways of 

organizing the world. The third part of the definition, then, points to the ways in which 

communications and, in effect, symbolic arrangements, accumulate as formations of practices such 

as voting, institutions such as the state, and communities such as the nation. These processes are a 

result of cultural dissemination through communication in both space and time. As dissemination in 

space, the processes extend geographically, connecting spatially disparate people through shared, 

symbolic representations of the world. As disseminations in time, expressions of culture – practices, 

institutions and communities – are mutable, as the symbolic arrangements are constantly 

maintained, interpreted, negotiated and transformed, effectively also transforming the organization 

of the social world. In that sense, a process of socialization occurs through communication: The 

expressions of culture – the ways in which the social world is organized in space – are also the long-

term, sedimented effects of communication in time.  

The dissemination of culture in space and time respectively, Carey argues, points to two different 

functions of communication. To explain these two functions, he presents two different conceptions 

of communication: the transmission view related to space, and the ritual view related to time. The 

transmission view of communication, Carey states, has often, in the west, been used to characterize 

communication as a whole. The characteristics of communication as transmission are associated with 

sending information to, or receiving information from, others over geographical distances, often as 

a means of control. Carey argues that the transmission view of communication has had a prominent 

position in western thought, as it has roots back to the ambition of spreading the word of Christ. As 

an example, as the Europeans’ came in contact with the natives of the Americas, their goal was to 

spread the word of God or, in other words, to geographically extend the Christian world view – the 

Christian mapping of reality. In that way, the transmission view of communication is strongly related 

to persuasion: to influencing people and peoples.  
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The ritual view of communication, on the other hand, explains how communication is linked with 

history, and how messages are extended in time rather than in space. Its characteristics are 

associated with terms such as sharing, participation and community. Like with the transmission view 

of communication, Carey links the ritual view of communication to religion. However, instead of 

spreading the word of God, the ritual view connects communication to prayer and to ceremony: In 

short, with the elements of religion that present and enforce a particular way of ascribing meaning 

to the world without necessarily spreading new information. In Carey’s own words: 

“[…] dance, plays, architecture, news stories, strings of speech—creates an artificial 

though nonetheless real symbolic order that operates to provide not information but 

confirmation, not to alter attitudes or change minds but to represent an underlying 

order of things, not to perform functions but to manifest an ongoing and fragile social 

process.” (Carey, 2009 [1989], p. 15) 

In the ritual view of communication, what is disseminated is not information across space, but 

symbolic arrangements, mappings of reality, across time. It is communication with the purpose of 

maintaining, interpreting, transforming and perpetuating a specific understanding of the world. That 

is to say, culture, as historically sedimented symbolic arrangements through which the world is given 

meaning, is not a means of persuasive or coercive control that propagates specific values, beliefs, 

norms or attitudes about the world. Rather, it is a shared frame of reference for how and under which 

conditions different values, beliefs, norms and attitudes can be debated and negotiated. 

The two conceptions of communication that Carey outlines are not mutually exclusive. A 

communicative act is often simultaneously both one and the other. Carey uses newspaper articles as 

examples, stating for instance that a news story, viewed as transmission, can convey information of 

an event, and that the story can be verified as true to what happened or debunked as misleading. As 

ritual, a news story can enforce senses of belonging: Political stories are not about content but about 

believing in democracy or totalitarianism, stories of military interventions in foreign nations are about 

patriotism rather than details of war campaigns and so forth. Likewise, he states, even phatic 

communication can be ritual, because the communicative choices, however seemingly insignificant, 

are effects of, and have effects on, the mapping of reality – the culture – of the group in which the 

communication occurs. 
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Carey’s conception of culture, then, offers a framework for understanding why the participants in 

this study communicate as they do, as it places communication as both the means and the medium 

for cultural dissemination.  That is, culture exists only as it is shared through communication, and is 

exhibited in what people communicate about, and how they do it. The communicative actions that 

people report in this study, and that are analyzed in articles two and three, are interpreted with this 

understanding of culture and communication in mind. 

In the next section, I will examine how communication infrastructures in general, and the internet in 

particular, relates to this conception of culture, thereby tying together the historic overview of the 

development of the internet with the concept of culture. 

 

Communication infrastructures 

The particular focus of this study is on how people use the internet to carry out their daily life – to 

socialize, find information, keep up with the news, relax and more. This leaves the question: What is 

the role of communication infrastructures, the internet specifically, in the maintaining, 

interpretation, transformation and dissemination of culture?  

Centrally, it must be noted, communication infrastructures – and technologies in general – are not 

distinct from culture. They are the products of people seeking to find solutions to various problems, 

and the perception of what constitutes a problem and a viable solution, is steered by understandings 

of the world – by culture – and are central to the organizing of practices, institutions and 

communities: The internet is both an infrastructure that provides new ways for people to 

communicate, to share meanings, and a product of those meanings. 

The first chapter in this dissertation focused on how the domains of technological innovation, 

economy and politics conditioned the development of the internet. These domains are cultural 

sedimentations – institutions that are conditioned by how people make sense of the world, and, 

consequently, how they organize it. And it is through the practices of each of these domains, I argue, 

that culture influences the development of the internet: Through people’s activities, some 

technologies are cast aside as irrelevant or insufficient, the market changes in accordance with 

consumer behavior, and regulation balance the relationship between internet users, the market and 

the state in accordance with current regulatory philosophy. As such, the structural developments of 
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the internet do not occur in a vacuum, isolated from the cultural environment in which it is built, 

implemented and used. Rather, through the continuous maintenance and transformation of culture 

through communication, the technological, economic and political domains are organized and 

reorganized – and, consequently, so is the internet. In sum, the internet has accumulated to what it 

is today (or in the context of this dissertation, as it was in 2017), through the same general process 

that organizes social life as a whole: through communication.  

Once in use, communication technologies and infrastructures come to affect the dissemination of 

culture. The previous chapter focused on how the materiality of the internet configures a field of 

possible actions. Seeing as communication is the means and medium of culture, configuring a field 

of possible communicative actions also redefines the relationship between communication and space 

and time respectively. Carey uses the emergence of the telegraph in the United States to exemplify 

this. As he states, the telegraph had implications for both politics and economy across geographical 

distances, as well as for the understanding of language and time. Geographically, the speed with 

which communication could travel through the telegraph made it possible to unite large areas such 

as the United States under one nation, and to form empires where colonial territories could be 

governed centrally from the capital of the colonial power. It also changed the economic market. 

Before the telegraph, the prices of wares were dependent on local supply. However, with the 

telegraph, other cities would be able to get information about whether a ware was in abundance or 

not, and adjust their prices accordingly, before the wares had even reached their city, effectively 

leveling price differences. 

The telegraph also affected language, Carey states. By connecting a large and diverse country, 

language had to be flattened in order to produce news that were understandable for people in all 

corners of the nation. This flattened language, Carey continues, was also grounds for a stripped 

literary language, popularized by authors such as Ernest Hemingway. As for time, the emergence of 

the telegraph, along with backing from railroad companies, signaled the need for a literal mapping of 

the world into time zones. Where the US had previously consisted of separate and fairly isolated 

communities, the telegraph made it possible for them to communicate and trade. However, 

coordination was made difficult by the fact that cities or counties would have their own time zones 

that solely depended on their relative position to the sun. To overcome this coordination obstacle, 

time zones were introduced that grouped the country in four, each separated by one hour exactly. 
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In that way, the telegraph had an effect on communication as both transmission and ritual, as it 

altered the structure of power and trade on the one hand, and language and time on the other. That 

is, the telegraph made it possible to connect markets and exercise power over larger distances, and 

it changed the way people perceived, and could communicate about, the world. 

This effect of communication infrastructures can also be recognized with the diffusion of the internet. 

For instance, Manuel Castells’ (1996, 2000) shows how the internet redefined time and space, with 

implications for economy, politics, and society as such. He calls the redefinition of space “the space 

of flows”. The space of flows is characterized by eliminating geography as a condition for when and 

where practices can be performed, whereas “timeless time” signposts the redefinition of time. Here, 

Castells, among other points, draws attention to the fact that the internet allows for communication 

in both synchronous and asynchronous forms, which erases time as a factor in communicative actions 

as they are carried out by individuals or by political or market institutions. Like with the example of 

the telegraph, the internet also has implications for the structuring of economy and politics. As it 

relates to economy, the internet has created a global market where local economies are under the 

influence of the fluctuations of the market at large, and where the restructuring of space and time 

has altered work by making flexible and project-based employments standard. As it relates to politics, 

the internet has shifted the political language from politics and ideologies to that of the individual 

and the spectacle, in order to convey messages that are as simple and easily understood as possible, 

Castells argues (2000). In Castells’ examples, then, the internet also affects communication. It further 

extends and unifies the market and allows for instantaneous communication regardless of distances. 

Furthermore, it has changed the language of politics, affecting how power is expressed and, 

consequently, how people assess and understand their ideological belonging. 

Consequently, by configuring a field for possible communicative actions, the internet has framed the 

reshaping of practices, institutions and communities: A reshaping that, in turn, influenced the 

maintaining, negotiation, transformation and dissemination of culture. In that sense, this chapter has 

so far offered a general outline for how culture, communication, and communication technologies 

are interrelated and affect one another over time. The aim in the analyses to come is to examine a 

cross-section of this historical process, focusing on how the formation of the internet infrastructure 

and culture affect internet uses at a specific point in time. 
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In the following section, I will summarize and synthesize the linking outlined in this framework for the 

articles with reference to data examples from the participants in the empirical study that illustrate 

how people articulate culture, and how they relate to the material framing of their communication. 

 

Internet Experiences 

In this chapter and the previous one, I have presented both the internet infrastructure and culture 

as manifestations of processes that transpire over time: The internet has been conditioned by a 

continuously fluctuating configuration of technological inventions, market influences and regulatory 

decisions that, at any given time, settle into a concrete communication technology whose formation 

determine uses in the first instance. Culture, in turn, is a historical process whereby symbolic 

arrangements, in (means) and through (medium) communication, are sedimented in time and space 

as practices, institutions, and communities. Over time, these manifestations are negotiated and 

restructured, shaping the future internet. My study of internet uses examines a cross-section of these 

processes at a specific time and place, with a focus on how the internet technology and culture affect 

internet uses.  

The framework provides a theoretical sensibility to how the participants articulate culture – a specific 

way of understanding their internet practices – and, simultaneously, points to the technological and 

institutional boundaries of their internet-mediated communication. Articles two and three, the two 

analytical articles, do not directly address the influence of culture, technology and institutions on 

internet uses, as they are restricted by the format dictated by the journals they have been submitted 

to. However, they both offer case studies of how people make use of the internet given these 

particular circumstances. That is, the ways people talk about and make sense of their internet uses 

display how those uses have been steered, in one way or another, by the determining and 

conditioning structures that are expressed in these theoretical categories. Consequently, the articles 

demonstrate how the categories have been operationalized in the analysis of people’s everyday 

practices. In the rest of this chapter, I elaborate on the operationalization and manifestation of the 

key categories by providing examples from the interviews, thus illustrating how the categories inform 

the analyses presented in articles two and three. 
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First, I exemplify how culture is manifested in the choices people make in relation to their internet 

uses: Daniela, the 19-year-old cleaner and upcoming college student, with input from her boyfriend 

Isaiah, 18, who is also a participant in this study, explains why she deleted her social media apps from 

her phone, simultaneously sharing a specific way of understanding the world: 

Daniela: “Ah, it was, when I was at church- I don’t remember exactly what it was, but 

[to her boyfriend Isaiah] do you remember what it was?” 

Isaiah: “Yeah it was like a big political thing with how we just had a change of 

president. It was a big political thing, how they put us in two categories, you’re either 

a republican or you’re a democrat, you’re either a conservative or you’re a liberal. 

Like, they put you in two different categories. And it was about if you’re a republican 

you don’t like the liberal and they say something on Facebook and you get on there 

and you bash them and try to prove your point and then it just turns into an argument 

more than it solves anything.” 

Daniela: “You know, it’s also, like, using god’s name for something good and not use it 

against each other. And that kind of made me think that I don’t really need- I can go 

without Facebook or social media so I wanted to seek out what I felt about it, so that’s 

what I did.” 

In the example, Daniela articulates a specific understanding of culture that have implications for her 

communicative choices. That is, her choice to delete her social media apps was instigated by 

deliberations about the purpose of conversations, and she evaluates this communication with 

reference to religious principles. This evaluation is then translated into concrete considerations: 

should she delete her social media or not? In that sense, religious culture conditions Daniela’s 

internet uses: she assesses and shapes her communicative practices on the grounds of the particular 

value system of her religious convictions – convictions that are themselves ways of ascribing meaning 

to the world.  

A second example of how culture conditions people’s communicative choices was given by John, the 

56-year-old artist and church janitor, who likewise articulates culture, as he was considering how 

regulatory configurations affect his internet uses. I also presented the quote in the prior chapter, but 

use it here again as it is rich in meaning and displays the multiple perspectives with which people 
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view and describe the world. When the conversation drifted towards privacy, I asked if he had any 

concerns about online surveillance or about the protection of his personal data: 

“They’re welcome to the 53 dollars and 95 cents in my bank account that I have at any 

given time. No, I’m not concerned about that as much as I should be and I think there’s 

enough backup systems, like, Chase will send me, you know: there was just some 

suspicious activity on your card. So, I trust the experts, I trust the system.” 

Here, John expresses how he is unconcerned about protecting his personal data, as he trusts that the 

“system” – the regulation and institutions in place to protect his data and capital – offers ample 

protection. In the quote, John perpetuates a particular worldview in which institutions are put in 

place to protect the individual citizen, and as such, where they can be trusted with the protection of 

his personal data. In that sense, the regulatory “system” that John refers to, along with the trust he 

places in it, are important factors in his decisions about his internet use. In the first instance, John is 

referring to the specific regulation of the internet that makes many of his online activities possible in 

the first place (e.g., regulation making online banking possible). But in a wider sense, the trust that 

he places in the institutions regulating the internet, and which condition his use of those functions, 

amount to a worldview – an articulation and ascription of meaning to the world in which concrete 

communicative actions are performed.  

These varied articulations of culture have implications for the data analysis, as evidenced in article 

two, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the Organization of 

Practices”. The article examines how people valuate and make use of the internet in the organizing 

of their daily practices, and assesses the relation between their “doings” involving the internet, and 

their “sayings” about those activities. As illustrated, John trusts the institutions regulating and 

policing the internet, which is part of the reason why he is comfortable using the internet in many of 

his daily activities – such as doing online banking or selling his art on his website. Similarly, going back 

to the case of Daniela, article two finds that she has generally positive valuations of the role of the 

internet in the organizing of her daily life. This conclusion might, on the surface, seem to conflict with 

her statements in the quote above, namely, she has chosen to delete her social media apps. However, 

by identifying that choice as the outcome of an evaluation of communication on religious principles, 

it becomes apparent that deleting her social media apps is not a reflection of a negative attitude 

towards the internet per se, but rather an attempt to embrace the internet in a way that aligns with 



 82 

her worldview. That is, she incorporates functions that coincide with her view of the purpose of 

conversations, while rejecting the functions that do not. Consequently, she does not use the many-

to-many communication offered by social media platforms (Jensen & Helles, 2011), but she still uses 

Messenger, FaceTime and text messages to stay in touch with her boyfriend, her family and her 

friends throughout the day. 

The domains of technology and market are also manifested in the data, and can be seen to affect 

participants’ uses and valuations of the internet. These domains were especially important in the 

analyses presented in article three, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, which maps the criteria people employ 

when considering how to communicate with their social ties. The participants have varying 

preferences regarding the use of text-based, voice-based or face-to-face communication depending 

on the social contexts and the specific content of a particular conversation. However, technology and 

market structures are determining, in the first instance, for which communicative options become 

available and viable to people. 

Ryan, the 19-year-old college student exemplifies how technology relates to criteria for efficient 

communication. When talking about his early teenage years, Ryan explains why he got a smartphone 

instead of the regular mobile phone he had had up to that point: 

“However, it was the problem of, I was in a group chat of like four people, and whenever 

someone sent messages to my little phone I would get them individually. So, I would 

have like three friends, Charlotte, George, and Patrick. When Charlotte sent a message 

to George, Patrick and me, to me it just looked like she just sent it to me. And then I 

would get a message from Patrick to me answering Charlotte’s question, which was 

annoying. It was a tough way to communicate. And I had grown a little bit more 

responsible by that time, so I talked to my family, and I mean, my dad had an iPhone so 

he said ‘OK. This makes sense.’” 

As Ryan explains, incompatibility between the different mobile phones meant that he was not able 

to efficiently partake in group chats with his friends, illustrating the dependence on his 

communication on technology. 
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Lastly, the market domain is manifested in and illustrated by a story told by Angela, the 52-year-old 

Zimbabwean immigrant and freelance Amazon delivery driver. When I met Angela for our second 

interview, the long-time ruler of her home country, Robert Mugabe, had just been placed in house 

arrest by the military, and tensions between different political factions might easily erupt in violence: 

 “So, I did not sleep at all last night. My son was in South Africa and yesterday I was 

speaking to my sister, because he was going to my sister in Zimbabwe and I was 

speaking to my sister and she texted me, she says ‘tell him not to come’ you know. 

And I’m like ‘Oh I don’t know’, you know. ‘No honestly what should I do, should I tell 

him not to come’ because we’re like so precarious, we don’t know where we stand. 

So, we’re debating on it, you know. And then, then I got distracted doing something. 

By the time I got back to my sister, he was already on the bus. So, and then, and this is 

the thing that I think goes to your communication thing. So, he keeps two SIM cards 

because he goes back and forth between South Africa [and Zimbabwe]. He’s a South 

African citizen so he lives in South Africa but he, he goes back and forth a lot. So, he is 

in South Africa, he’s travelling to Zimbabwe, he gets to the border and cannot find his 

Zimbabwe SIM-card. Which meant that we would be in the dark about where he is, 

you know. It was just gut wrenching. Just not being able to know if you can call.” 

In this example, the cellular network market that is tied to national borders meant that Angela’s son 

had to change his SIM-card when he crossed the border from South Africa into Zimbabwe. This 

market structure puts a strain on his ability to stay available to his mother and aunt, who are both 

expecting to be able to keep in touch with him through WhatsApp throughout his journey. 

The two last examples, of technological and market structures respectively, speak to two of the five 

criteria, identified in article three, that people apply when communicating, namely efficiency and 

availability. Ryan’s example suggests how technological affordances are paramount for having 

efficient conversations, so that information is not lost, and misunderstandings are avoided. His 

statements show that while people may strive for efficient communication, they are heavily 

dependent on having the proper communication technologies to meet those desires. Angela’s 

example illustrates that people’s ability to be available to their social network is dependent on, 

among other things, market structures: Infrastructure ownership means that limits are placed on 

when, where and under which conditions people are able to connect to the internet. Specifically, the 
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two theoretical categories – technology and market – enable the analysis presented in article three. 

While the article focuses on the influence of social contexts and conversational content on people’s 

communicative choices, these choices are first determined by the communication technologies and 

the digital markets that are available to them. 

In all, the four examples show how the theoretical categories presented in the first two chapters of 

the dissertation map onto people’s accounts of their internet uses, and how this operationalization 

enables and informs the empirical analyses presented in the articles to come. Next, each of the three 

articles will be presented. 
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Introduction to Articles 

The articles to come are tied together by their relation to the framework developed above, and by 

the fact that they all derive from the fieldwork that I carried out in the latter half of 2017: As one 

article presents the methodological considerations for the data collection process, and the two 

subsequent articles presents analyses based on different theoretical approaches, they are all 

examples of how uses of the internet can be understood as determined, in the first instance by the 

internet infrastructure, and conditioned by cultural context in which it is implemented. The first 

article “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, media and 

contexts”, has been through review and is printed. Article two, “Managing Context Collapses. The 

Internet as a Conditioning Technology in Organizing Practices” and article three, “A Good Way to 

Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US” 

are still in different stages of review, and it is therefore likely that the published versions will differ 

from their current forms. The versions of the articles in review that I present here have further been 

altered, as I have de-anonymized them for the purpose of this dissertation. 

The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 

media and contexts”, presents the method that was used in my own and the co-authors’ fieldwork. 

Specifically, it maps a design that combines communication diaries with recurrent interviews and 

uses both network and maximum variation sampling to follow people’s communication as they move 

across contexts, media devices and platforms. The design allows for collection of data that identifies 

how the internet interacts and intersects with other mediated and unmediated forms of 

communication that a person engages with throughout the day. As such, it takes the notion serious 

that online and offline communication cannot be understood separately by making it possible to 

analyze internet use as just one aspect of a person’s full range of communicative choices. In the 

context of the framework then, the method allows for the examination of just how people 
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incorporate the internet into their daily lives, and thus, in what ways it determines people’s 

communicative options in the first instance. In relation to the subsequent articles, this article 

thoroughly explains the considerations, benefits, and drawbacks of the method used to collect the 

data that the analytical articles are based on. 

The second article, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in 

Organizing Practices” presents an analysis of the data collected using the above method. The article 

posits that the internet has the capacity to collapse offline contexts, thereby making people less 

dependent on spatial and temporal constraints in the performance of their practices – for instance 

by making it possible to share working documents, do conference calls from the car, access the news 

through the cellphone or chat with friends while at work. The article then examines how those 

context collapses can be experienced as either a positive function of the internet, or as a function 

that must be managed. Further, the article shows that people employ different media and 

communication strategies in order to either constrain or manage those context collapses, thereby 

maintaining agency in the organizing of their daily practices. Through these empirical findings, the 

article makes a theoretical contribution to practice theory, as it shows how people’s concrete actions 

relate to their sayings about those actions. The article relates to the framework as a case study of 

how the internet provides a field of possible action, and how people with particular cultural 

predilections make use of that field. That is, the configurations of the internet infrastructure, with 

mobile media especially, makes offline context collapses possible. However, people assess those 

context collapses differently, as either a flexibility they can use in the organizing of their daily life, or 

as problematic instances where practices trespass onto previously unrelated contexts, leading to 

different ways of incorporating the internet into daily lives.  

The third article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns 

in China, Denmark and the US”, also analyzes the data that was collected using the method outlined 

in the first article. It presents a comparative analysis of the way people in the United States, China 

and Denmark use the internet (representing the countries in which the authors conducted their 

fieldwork), in combination with other communication forms, to engage with people in their social 

network. The majority of studies employing social ties theory use quantitative measurements to 

develop indicators for measuring tie strength and functionality. By combining quantitative 

measurements with a qualitative sensibility, the article contributes to social ties theory by 
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exemplifying how social ties theory can be extended to explain people’s often subtle and unnoticed 

considerations concerning their communication choices. Specifically, through the lens of social ties 

theory, the article examines the similarities and differences across the three contexts, China, 

Denmark and the US, in the considerations people have when they negotiate, with themselves or 

their ties, how to communicate with different people in different situations. Through the analysis, it 

uncovers five criteria that people deliberate on when communicating. The article then discusses how 

their considerations are shaped by the function and content of the communicative instance, the type 

of tie they are communicating with, and the cultural norms that contextualize their relationship. 
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Article I 

Tracing Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography 

Across Platforms, Media and Contexts 

Lai, S. S., Pagh, J. & Zeng, F. H. (2019). Tracing Communicative Patterns: A Comparative Ethnography 

Across Platforms, Media and Contexts. Nordicom Review, 40 (Special Issue 1), 141-158. 

 

This article outlines a research design for a qualitative comparative study of communication across 

platforms, media and contexts – in China, the US, and Denmark. After addressing limitations in 

previous research on digital media in everyday life, we argue in favour of a comparative ethnography 

of communication that emphasizes the study of intermediality by taking a people-centered approach. 

The methodological design combines network sampling and maximum variation sampling with 

communication diaries and elicitation interviews. This design makes it possible to collect small and 

deep communicative trace data, to capture individuals’ unique linking of all the communication tools 

and channels available to them and, in turn, to identify the role of the internet as it interacts and 

intersects with other forms of communication. 

Keywords: Communicative patterns, comparative ethnography, diary, elicitation interviews, sampling 

strategies. 

 

Introduction 

In July 2017, we set out to conduct qualitative fieldwork in China, the US, and Denmark, following a 

shared approach that allowed for comparative studies of communication practices across culturally 



 89 

distinct contexts. Here we present that particular methodological setup, which facilitates the 

mapping of complicated, ubiquitously embedded, and mundane communication as it occurs in 

various everyday contexts. In other words, the article focuses on the small, even deep data that 

enable the analysis of a person’s communication traces, and the motives and incentives that trigger 

them. We do this with particular attention to how communicative acts involving the internet, interact 

and intersect with the total range of communicative practices of any individual. Applying an 

understanding of internet uses as communicative instances, allows us to study connections and 

interdependencies between the myriad of ways in which people can communicate and the ways in 

which people understand, differentiate, distinguish and choose, more or less consciously, between 

those possibilities. The method provides researchers with a way to place digital trace data in the 

context of a person’s total communicative repertoire by making it possible to discern how and why 

people move between digital and analogue communication. As such, the article offers a unique 

methodological design for comprehensively studying peoples’ everyday Internet use by capturing all 

communicative acts moving across different platforms, media, and contexts.   

Researchers focusing on digital communication often define their research area by the level of online 

or offline integration (Garcia et al. 2009), or delimit their scope by focusing on specific platforms for 

(online) communication (such as social media: Miller et al. 2016), specific media (such as 

smartphones: Thorhauge and Lomborg 2016), or specific contexts (such as the home: Bakardjieva 

2005). Although these limitation strategies define important areas for in-depth research, they also 

rule out the comprehensive study of connections and interdependencies between different 

platforms, media and contexts. Researchers studying social media cannot integrate this with 

knowledge about how and why people will move a conversation from a social media platform to a 

phone call. Researchers studying smartphones cannot integrate this with knowledge about how and 

why people use the same calendar software on their laptops as on their smartphones, but in an 

entirely different manner. Researchers studying specific contexts like the home cannot integrate this 

with knowledge about how and why people use their tablets differently when they commute as 

opposed to when they are at home. 

Taken together, the different strategies for limiting research scopes leave a gap in communication 

studies when it comes to analyzing digital trace data in a cross-platform (software), cross-media 

(digital/analogue hardware) and cross-context (physical/social situation) communication. In order to 
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address this gap, we propose a qualitative methodological framework that, through the capture of 

small and deep data, enables mapping and analyses of the communicative practices that make up a 

person’s daily communication. Rather than looking at a single platform, digital media in particular, or 

online and offline contexts in isolation, we “follow the people” (Marcus 1995) and focus on the 

proliferation of ways in which people can communicate. Essentially, by focusing on people, we are 

able to follow in their footsteps. This allows us to not only look at their digital communicative traces, 

but also to understand why they were left there in the first place, and to analyze them as they relate 

to other forms of communication that a person engages in. As such, digital trace data are not studied 

in and of themselves, but are contextualized and understood as part of a communicative 

environment where people seamlessly switch between online and offline communication practices. 

In effect, the research design addresses the interwoven nature of people’s online and offline 

presence (Simon and Ess 2015), and targets intermediality (Jensen 2008) on the basis of the individual 

respondent and in close relation to their actual communication purposes, networks, and situations. 

It does so by departing from the question: how do we, empirically, study the situated enactment of 

communicative practices under a comparative framework?  

Participants for the study were recruited via a combination of network sampling (Heckathorn and 

Cameron 2017) and maximum variation sampling (Bryman 2016). The approach combines recurrent 

interviews with 24-hour communication diaries in an iterative interview-diary-interview-design. 

Interviews and diaries intersect by anchoring findings from one in the other. The diaries are time and 

context bound rather than reliant on memory, while the subsequent interviews contextualize the 

diary data points and allow for the respondent to infer meaning from, make sense of, and co-interpret 

their communicative practices as they figure in their individual diaries. Unlike many other cross-

national comparative studies that focus on exploring differences, our research departs from the 

notion that despite large cultural, political and economic differences between the three nations (and 

indeed within them), communicative actions are driven by the same fundamental social mechanisms 

– such as a desire to maintain strong social ties (Granovetter 1977). The shared methodological 

framework provides small and deep data that is comparable across contexts precisely because it 

focuses on those fundamental incentives in a way that produces a similar type of data. The 

comparisons, then, open up for an analysis of the interactions between different cultural, political 

and economic contexts and how those fundamental social mechanisms take shape. 
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The article is structured into three parts. First, a review of previous studies on the internet in everyday 

life. Second, a discussion of different sampling strategies and qualitative data collection methods and 

an argument for the particular combination of network and maximum variation sampling with 

communication diaries and elicitation interviews. Third, examples from our fieldworks that explain 

how the methodological design produces data that can comprehensively account for people’s 

individual understandings of their communication practices across platforms, media and contexts. 

 

Studying the internet in everyday life 

The “ethnographic turn” in media studies heralded a shift in focus from the specific content of media 

to the everyday contexts in which media was used. The Social Uses of Television (Lull 1980) and 

Reading the Romance (Radway 1984) were among the studies that introduced this focus on contexts 

of use, which later re-emerged in studies of internet use in everyday contexts (Bakardjieva 2005). In 

the first generation of internet studies, however, a specific understanding of the internet as a 

placeless cyberspace (Slater 2002) resulted in studies targeting online contexts such as MMOs (Turkle 

1995), MUDs (Markham 1998) and discussion forums (Baym 2000) rather than the empirical contexts 

of use.  

By the end of the millennia, scholars began challenging the notion of the internet as a cyberspace 

that could be examined and understood as a context in and of itself. Through extensive fieldwork in 

Trinidad, Miller & Slater (2000) demonstrated that the internet rather consisted of numerous 

technologies, used by different people in quite different real-world contexts, which were both shaped 

by and shaping the internet. Trinidadians were using the internet in one of three contexts: by the 

stationary computer in the home, at work or in the internet café. With the development in mobile 

media, uses of the internet have diffused into a myriad of other daily life contexts. With uses of the 

internet entering into nearly all aspects of everyday life, communication researchers are, as we 

outlined earlier, resorting to various strategies in order to delimit the scope of their research objects. 

These strategies can be divided into four categories as summarised below.  
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Figure 1. Delimitation strategies: Four strategies for focusing research on the internet in everyday life. 

 

First, scholars delimit their studies of the internet by focusing on specific contexts. In one strand of 

research, the domestication tradition, scholars are increasingly attentive to the home as a particular 

empirical context wherein the social norms and physical surroundings of specific households govern 

the appropriation of different media including the internet (Silverstone, Hirsch, and Morley 1994; 

Silverstone 2006). In line with this tradition, Maria Bakardjieva (2005) challenges the dichotomy 

between virtual and real lives. Looking at people’s interactions in online communities, she develops 

a typology of five modalities of virtual togetherness, all of which are closely intertwined with people’s 

offline realities.  

Second, the overall research scope can be delimited by focusing on a specific medium like mobile and 

smartphone use in everyday life (Ling and Lai 2016; Thorhauge and Lomborg 2016) or laptop 

computers (Anderson et al. 2009).  

Third, other researchers focus on specific platforms of communication that originated online like 

MySpace (Boyd 2006), SecondLife, World of Warcraft (Poels, Ijsselsteijn, and de Kort 2015), and 

Twitter or Facebook (Marwick and boyd 2014; Miller et al. 2016). 

Fourth, some scholars take the individual as the unit of analysis and follow his or her communication 

across platforms, media and contexts. Striving for a holistic account of individuals’ communication, 

uses of the internet are understood only as they relate to everyday life and to to the entire 

assemblage of communicative practices that amounts to the individuals’ communicative pattern. 

PLATFORMS

CONTEXTS
MEDIA

“PEOPLE”
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Applying this limitation strategy, Hasebrink and Domeyer (2012) map individuals’ media repertoires, 

Beneito-Montagut’s user-centred ethnography focuses on interpersonal communication (2011) and 

Helles (2011) connects lifestyle types with different configurations of media and internet use. 

It is within this fourth strand of research strategy that we place our study. In effect, we examine 

communicative patterns, with or without the internet, through mundane actions across any platform, 

medium and everyday context. This requires an intense and comprehensive relation to the individual 

participants, which in turn constraints the number of research subjects. Hence, we get to know a lot 

(deeper data) about a few (smaller samples).  

To sum up, this study is placed in the tradition of everyday life Internet studies and strive to get at 

people’s communicative practices in a comprehensive manner, while accounting for an increased 

complexity, mobility and fluidity in those practices.In the following part, we discuss sampling 

strategies and qualitative data collection methods as they relate to the research design proposed in 

this article. 

 

Sampling maximum-variation networks 

Although the function of any sampling strategy is to lend validity to the study at hand (Morse and 

Niehaus 2016, 66), researchers often neglect to argue thoroughly in publications for their choice of 

sampling strategy, if at all. Rather, sampling is shallowly treated as a technical research state, without 

explaining the ways in which the qualities of the sampling strategy coincide with the aims of the study.  

With the purpose of gaining in-depth knowledge on communicative practices and their relationships 

with culture, regulation, market, and technological infrastructure across comparative research 

contexts, we rest our argument on Marcus’ study (1995), which note the pitfalls in attempting to 

explain macro structures through a single case micro-perspective. To avoid this, Marcus calls for an 

ethnography that is multi-sited, so that each site differentiates enough from the other to be able to 

give a unique perspective on the same macro structures (be they for instance cultural, political or 

economic). In Marcus’ framework multi-sitedness is the result of following things, methaphors, 

stories, biographies, conflicts or, as is the case here, people across diverse sites. We propose doing 
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this by sampling respondents through a combination of network sampling with maximum variation 

sampling. This section outlines the values in the combining these specific strategies.  

 

Network sampling 

Network sampling is a purposive, non-probability sampling strategy. As such, network sampling 

targets specific groups or types of people, and the sample will not be reflective of a wider population 

or enable statistical generalizations. Additionally, recent ethnographic research (Cook, Laidlaw, and 

Mair 2009) challenges traditional notions of the ethnographic field site as a geographically bounded 

location and suggests network sampling as way for researchers to construct the field site by tracing 

the nodes of a social network (Burrell 2009). 

In order to bridge different social networks, researchers can network vertically through strong ties 

only or horizontally through both weak and strong ties (Granovetter 1977). The latter essentially 

entails “casting the sampling and recruitment net wide rather than deep” (Geddes, Parker, and Scott 

2017, 2), and as such, the former is often put forth as the ideal that correlates with an effort to make 

in-depth descriptions of a given phenomenon. Networking horizontally, however, can prevent 

sampling stasis and also enable heterogeneity not only between networks but also, to some extent, 

within networks. In our study we used both networking strategies dependent on the specific network 

and sampling situation.  

Following Noy’s concept of sampling knowledge (2008, 3), the method of sampling networks can 

generate important social knowledge of an interactional character in and of itself. The sampling then 

provides additional knowledge to the one produced through interviews and diaries – for instance in 

the form of different perspectives on the same communicative relationship between two individuals 

in a network.  

 

Maximum variation sampling 

One way of constructing the spatial components of a networked field site is by applying a maximum 

variation principle to the sampling of the network(s). This method helps to locate cases that are 

heterogeneous on selected characteristics which are thought to be important influences to the object 
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of study (Bryman 2016; Morse and Niehaus 2016). As such, the term maximum variation refers to 

the variation between cases, rather than to the variation of the full population of the field site(s). 

While being aware of the limitations that a small n-study puts on the ability to achieve maximum 

variation on a high number of variables, we sought to have the maximum achievable variance on 

seven variables when sampling our participants, namely 1) age, 2) gender, 3) place of residence and 

household, 4) ethnicity, 5) educational level, 6) religious beliefs, and 7) relationship and parental 

status in order to obtain the broadest possible representation on those factors. Applying maximum 

variation as a sampling strategy in a qualitative study can, firstly, provide deep descriptions of the 

individual cases and show the diversity between them, and secondly, highlight patterns that traverse 

variations and prove to be important precisely because they are unaffected by diversity (Patton 

2015). Figure 2 illustrates the different networks in our studies. 
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From going places to tracing relations  

Although Marcus, in his argument for a multi-sited ethnography, emphasized place as a physical 

location, our adaptation of his argument to the analysis of field sites as networks (Burrell 2009) 

resituates place as less dependent on physical properties and more on relational properties. 

Maximum variation can therefore be seen as a tool to combine the deep description of usage 

patterns with the, often shallow, superimposition of macro-influences at the analytical level. That is 

not to say that maximum variation in itself meets the requirements of the kind of experimental 

ethnography that Marcus called for. It is, rather, to propose a sampling strategy that addresses those 

same issues: that a disorganised system (Lash and Urry 1987) cannot be adequately represented 

through homogenous cases.  

The combination of maximum variation and network sampling in our study generates what can be 

described as constructive interferences, where differences between the approaches can 

simultaneously provide a stronger understanding of communicative practices both in isolation and in 

relation to structural influences. While limiting the sampling to people connected through a social 

network potentially restricts maximum variation due to homogeneity within networks, we obtained 

heterogeneity across networks by finding inherently different starting nodes for the networks. In 

effect, each network acts as a distinct place, wherein people’s relationships, and the ways in which 

their communication influences these relationships (and vice versa), can be analyzed. In the next part, 

we discuss the combination of communication diaries and elicitation interviews as an approach to 

follow people in their communicative networks in order to collect the digital trace data left behind 

from their communicative moves across platforms, media and contexts.  

 

Diaries: structured and un-structured approaches 

Diary studies have been an established approach in social science research since the 1920s, with 

time-use diaries in the 1960s and onwards as the most widely recognized form (Couldry, Livingstone, 

and Markham 2007, 45). Critics have identified many limitations in time-use diaries, particularly with 

regards to low response rates and participants’ abilities to reliably estimate time spent on mundane 

activities. However, advantages of the method are evident in that diary data is collected close to the 

time of the registered event (Ibid.) and that self-produced diaries generate data on the everyday 
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context of mundane practices that would be difficult to obtain otherwise (Zimmerman and Wieder 

1977). Incorporating diaries in our design supports the research aim by providing a broad 

representation of participants’ communicative practices while minimizing our interference with their 

daily lives.  

Research diaries can be devised on a continuum ranging from fully structured to entirely 

unstructured, which is also a distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ approaches. Whereas 

time-use diaries belong to the more structured and ‘objective’ approach, ‘subjective’ unstructured 

diary studies emphasize not confining the reflection of the participants and making the researcher as 

unobtrusive as possible in the data collection process. For instance, in a highly structured diary study, 

Hargittai and Karr prompted their participants recurrently at random times asking them to: “Please 

reply with your location, current activity, people you are with (number, your relationship to them, 

gender) and any media you are using now” (2009, 20). In contrast, Markham and Couldry, using 

unstructured weekly diary entries, explain how: “The priority was to access people’s processes of 

reflecting on media use rather than cataloguing consumption habits” (2007, 688). 

Couldry and colleagues (2007) describe how research tends to favour either structured or 

unstructured approaches, with unstructured diaries being the common component in ethnographic 

studies.  The diary design we argue for here, however, is innovative as it combines the two 

approaches in one: an objective approach with subjective measures. That is, while our diary method 

is quite structured in what to report and when, it is fully unstructured when it comes to how to report. 

By this coupling, the type of data collected is manifold although it reports on media use instances 

each time, and the diary is more organically incorporated into the existing communication practices 

of the participants. By the end of the introductory interview, participants were given oral and written 

instructions on what to report in the communication diary, allowing for questions to be answered in 

person. We asked them to register and report answers to the following questions whenever they 

used media (analogue or digital), throughout the day and as temporally close as possible to the actual 

uses, for one or two full days.  

1. When was it and for how long (if this is not implied)? 

2. Where were you (if this is not implied) and who were you with (if any)? 

3. What were you using the media for (for instance texting, social network sites, e-mail, 

applications, TV or radio programs, phone calls)? 
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4. Who were you communicating with (if any)? 

These rather structured instructions enabled the data collection to stay close to the actual instance 

of media use as well as the potential trace data left in its wake, giving greater accuracy to the data 

reported. Therefore, we were able to infer communicative purposes of the media uses as they were 

happening, and to ask clarifying questions then and there. It also allowed for the small, mundane acts 

of communication – such as the many times a person notices messages on the lock-screen of a 

smartphone or the ritual text messages containing nothing but phatic conversations – to enter into 

the foreground. To further structure what to report, a definition of what we meant by media, which 

had been open for interpretation during the introductory interview, was given to the participants, so 

that all participants shared a similar idea of what media use entailed when reporting back to us. 

For each report instance, the participants were then free to decide on the report platform and 

medium (e.g., social media, email, phone calls, tablets and paper records) and report type (e.g. texts, 

visuals, as well as audio and video messages). Additionally, they were introduced to automated data 

collection apps and software for different digital devices, which they could opt in and out of. Hereby, 

the diary reporting was anchored in their existing media habits and contingent on their regular media 

uses, which minimized the effect of the reporting on the routines of the participants (Carter and 

Mankoff 2005). Hence, the specific amalgamation of structured registration with unstructured 

reporting allows for the researcher to stay close but also out of the way during the data collection. 

Moreover, the ways in which participants reported to us in terms of report types, platforms and 

media provided valuable insights into their general communicative choices and patterns. 

We recognize, however, that the diary method is not able to catch every instance of communication, 

which was also not the purpose. The data collection depends on the participants’ ability to remember 

to register and report whenever they use a medium. Even though the diary was structured to allow 

for the reporting of trivial and habitual media use, it was inevitable that some uses, to some of the 

participants, were so engrained in habit that they did not register the acts themselves. Or in other 

cases, participants became too self-conscious and in effect changed their media habits. We argue, 

however, that the design of the diary registration and reporting process minimized our intrusion into 

participants’ routines while maximizing the participant feedback. Also, the combination of diaries and 

interviews allowed us to ask about media uses gone unregistered as well as about face to face 

communications throughout the diary day. Hence, we employ the concept of communication diaries 
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since the specific fusion of diaries and interviews capture both mediated and non-mediated 

communication. The diaries, then, represent a different type of trace data than the one found in 

mining uncontextualized and non-consented Facebook comments, retweets or YouTube likes. The 

situated enactment of the participants’ communicative practices amounts to different traces that 

they themselves decide to pass on to us (or not to). As such, rather than being left out of the research 

process, the participants own, reflect upon, and co-interpret the traces of their communicative 

actions, thereby adding information on contexts of use, motives and purposes. In the following, we 

discuss advantages and challenges in interchangeably augmenting diary data with interviews. 

 

Interviews: introductory and elicitation  

In the interview-diary-interview structure of our study, the purpose of the introductory interview is 

to get to know the participants, their everyday life and media use in general, whereas the second 

interview is an elicitation interview taking prompts from both the diary and the introductory 

interview. 

The methodological combination of diaries and interviews in social science can be dated back to the 

1970s, when Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) propose a diary-interview method in order to document 

participants’ activities in a more feasible manner than through participation observation. Similarly, in 

recent media repertoire research, Hasebrink and Domeyer (2012) explore the diversity and 

differences between participants’ media repertoires by documenting their media use through diaries 

and in follow-up interviews generating detailed and descriptive data of participants’ media use as 

well as facilitating further interpretations about those uses. In other words, the diary-interview 

approach enables researchers to employ the diary data in two ways. First, as data in and of itself, and 

second, as prompts for the elicitation interview questions. The diaries in our study – the ways in 

which participants choose to report, the platforms and media they use, their frequency of reporting, 

the people they communicate with and the ways in which they reach out to us – provide important 

data on the communicative practices of those respondents. The follow-up interviews allow for 

participant reflections and a line of questioning that can be rooted in the actual communications of 

each participant. 
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In the introductory interview, we get to know the participant (asking them about their daily routines, 

their close network, things that are important to them and the media they use). We ask for ‘tours’ of 

their smartphones, tablets and computers, posing questions concerning notifications and sound 

settings, particular apps as well as the general organizing principles of their devices (app locations, 

folders, pinned apps).  

Elicitation interviews are commonly described as interviews where another data source is used to 

elicit or spark a conversation within a mixed-methods framework (Gundelach, Nielsen, and 

Frederiksen 2014). Examples of different constellations of interviews and elicitation data include 

observational studies (Beneito-Montagut 2011), screenshots and GPS data points (Thorhauge and 

Lomborg 2016), open-ended reflexive diaries (Markham and Couldry 2007) and log data (Anderson 

et al. 2009).  

Although we had a preliminary interview guide for the elicitation interview, it was comprehensively 

rewritten to combine discussion topics with concrete prompts from the introductory interview as 

well as the diary. The tailored line of questioning made it easier for participants to relate to each topic 

and encouraged them to fill out the gaps in the diaries and to co-interpret their data. As such, the 

diary data allow us to ask more abstract questions, as the questions are tied to the participants’ own 

concrete acts of communication. It also brought attention to otherwise ubiquitous and indiscernible 

communication instances, allowing participants to elaborate on the circumstances and contexts of 

those specific instances. Finally, by asking questions concerning the blank spaces and periods of non-

media use in the diaries, we targeted the communication that was not present in the diary entries, 

namely face to face interaction. As part of a comprehensive study of the role of the Internet in 

everyday communication, face-to-face interactions play a significant role in the multitude of ways 

people can communicate.  

Having outlined the sampling strategies and empirical methods, the last part of the article elaborates 

on our design by providing data examples that show how the combination of communication diaries 

and interviews enables us to follow people and analyze their communicative patterns. 
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Following people 

We have argued that, unlike research that delimits its scope by specific platforms, media, or contexts, 

our research design enables us to follow communication flows wherever they go: when participants 

suddenly switch between the affordances (Hutchby 2001) of different platforms and media, when 

they communicate in several contexts at once or when they find themselves in private contexts 

where researchers cannot usually follow them. We now present data examples from three 

participants, who are maximally different to each other as they move across platforms, media and 

contexts. The examples show how we empirically approach the situated enactment of the 

participants’ communication patterns insofar as they can be traced in the diaries as well as in the 

subsequent conversations with them. Ena in Denmark, a 46-year-old first generation immigrant from 

eastern-europe, who works as a part time nursery teacher and lives with her husband and children; 

John from the US, a 56-year-old painter of catholic icons who lives alone in Chicago and works part 

time as a church janitor; and Chun from China, a 19-year-old college student that lives in Beijing and 

majors in Japanese studies.  

 

Cross-platform communication 

In any individual communication diary in our sample, several platforms are represented throughout 

the day, and we asked participants to reflect on instances of digital cross-platform communication. 

In Denmark, Ena, abruptly shifted from writing with her friend in Eastern Europe on Facebook 

Messenger, to calling her over FaceTime. She described how she had called her friend because the 

conversation turned to a serious topic that she did not feel like talking about in text. Being able to 

hear her friend’s voice, she managed to console her and felt more comfortable that she could say the 

right things to her. In the US, John used different platforms to sustain his business of selling religious 

paintings. For instance, he would switch interchangeably throughout the day between replying to 

inquiries and checking incoming orders on his email and on his personal Facebook profile. He used 

to only sell his paintings through exhibitions and word of mouth, but friends encouraged him to 

employ the digital platforms as a way to enhance business by reaching a wider range of possible 

buyers. In China, Chun, explained how she had two online personalities on two different social media 

platforms. On the first one, WeChat, everyone knew her real identity and she only shared positive 
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content within this network. On the second, Fanfou, she used an anonymized identity and to this 

network she would pour out her negative thoughts without these postings being related to her real 

identity.    

In the diaries, we could observe participants switching between different platforms, and through the 

reflections and co-interpretations of the participants in the subsequent elicitation interview, we were 

able to infer meaning from the stand-alone diary entries. It was only through these entries that it 

became possible to capture the mundane, minute, and at times complex moves between platforms 

– as well as moves between media. 

 

Cross-media communication 

The communication diaries contained the different media that the participants own and switch 

between or use in parallel. In China, Chun reported on a situation where she was watching and 

discussing a Japanese TV series on her laptop while having lunch with her roommate. In a case of 

parallel media use, Chun took a picture of the laptop screen with her phone and posted this to her 

WeChat network, commenting that she was missing out on the series’ details because she was 

distracted by the lunch situation. In the US, one of John’s tasks for the church involved assisting a 73-

year-old deacon with his email exchanges. The deacon had a stationary computer that he did not 

know how to operate, so John would log into the deacon’s system, check his emails and then print 

them for the deacon to read. Subsequently, the deacon would write hand-written replies that John 

could then type into the email program, and send out on behalf of the deacon. As such, John 

functioned as an intermediary between the deacon and his network as well as between the deacon 

and the computer. In Denmark, Ena, doing the diary on the day of New Year’s Eve, spent most of her 

time in the kitchen. She used her phone to look up recipes for the evening’s dinner only to switch to 

her tablet once she found a suitable recipe. The tablet, she explained, had a bigger screen and was 

more easily incorporated into the cooking situation in the kitchen.  

Like for cross-platform communication, the concrete acts of switching between different analogue 

or digital media served as a point of entry into the individual’s unique communication pattern. Being 

able to ask concrete rather than abstract questions to those media uses made it possible for 

participants to express elaborate systems of thought and behavior grounding these exchanges. Using 
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different media in sequence or in parallel were often not based on conscious choices. However, when 

asked, the participants were able to provide reasons that rested on the affordances of the media 

they were using and of the contexts they were in.  

 

Cross-context communication 

The in-situ self-reporting format of our communication diaries allowed for communication instances 

taking place in intimate contexts to be included in the study. In the US, John used his text messages 

from his phone to coordinate a meeting with his brother regarding an intimate family issue. Their 

mother had recently passed away and John and his brother were meeting to discuss how to take care 

of their 90-year-old father. Later that day, after hours of no diary updates, John explained how the 

two of them had a rule never to use media when they were together. In Denmark, Ena who suffered 

from post-traumatic stress disorder after fleeing her home country during war time many years ago, 

explained how she took her tablet to bed each night and put on white noise videos from YouTube in 

order to fall asleep. In China, Chun went on a romantic date with another participant from her 

network, Yu, and they both used their smartphones for taking pictures of the food and store 

memories from the date.   

What these contexts have in common is that they are highly intimate and the actual presence of 

another person, let alone a researcher, would have impinged on the situation and changed it 

altogether. The diaries, being our conceptualization of “being there”, thus enable contexts like these 

to be part of the elicitation interview and the study as a whole.  

These three participants exemplify how the small and deep data collected encompass the cross-

platform, cross-media and cross-context communications of an individual. Taken together, the 

communication instances map the full spectrum of communicative possibilities relating to the 

individual participant, and the interviews contextualize these practices by adding aspects of everyday 

life, personal values, attitudes and aspirations as well as participant interpretations. The data 

examples illustrate how the coherent methodological design was implemented in the three very 

distinctive national fields, and laid the ground for future comparative analysis. Upcoming work will 

include a thorough analysis of cross-cultural comparisons. We do, however, also acknowledge that 
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approaching the field with the aim of capturing a person’s entire communication repertoire carry 

with it certain limitations. 

 

Limitations of following people 

We identify at least four limitations of our research design. First, the methodological set-up is 

demanding in time and effort on both participants and researchers because of the recurrent and 

extensive contact throughout the research period. Second, because of the intensive research 

participation, we end up with a comprehensive snapshot of the participants’ communicative pattern 

that is susceptible to their current life circumstances and that does not enable us to make any 

longitudinal inferences. Third, we lose depth when it comes to any one individual platform, media or 

context while trying to follow connections across them. Fourth, as opposed to observational studies 

where the researcher is entirely in charge of the data collection, our data quality varies in that it 

depends heavily on the ability of our participants to report their communicative instances. 

 

Concluding remarks: comparing communications 

This study was designed to enable comparisons of communicative patterns in each field and across 

national contexts. Within each field, the coupling of network and maximum variation sampling 

produced a number of inherently different networks of inherently different people whose 

communicative patterns can be comparatively analyzed relative to their everyday lives. By applying 

the same combination of sampling strategies across the three fields, the diverse individual 

communicative patterns can also be comparatively analyzed in relation to the cultural traditions, 

regulatory regimes, market structures and technological infrastructure pertaining to each field.  

The article presented an answer to the methodological question of how to, empirically, study the 

situated enactment of communicative practices under a comparative framework. In this context, also 

the question of how to not delimit the research area to specific platforms, media or contexts, was 

addressed in the introduction of the novel approach of following participants’ cross-platform, cross-

media and cross-context practices through their self-reports as well as their subsequent elaborations 

on these data traces. Any methodological selection is simultaneously a deselection, which the above-
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mentioned limitations are also a testament to. We do not argue that this approach is a way to capture 

everything, rather it is an attempt to study communication comprehensively through the collection 

of small and deep data. The research design makes it possible to capture intermediality of the basis 

of an individual’s unique linking of all the communication tools and channels available to him or her 

and, in turn, a way to identify the role of digital communication tools as they interact and intersect 

with other forms of onlife communication. As such, the methods we present address how to study 

the internet in its increasingly ubiquitous presence in everyday life by mapping communication – 

online, offline or both at once – as it happens, wherever it happens. The approach is a novel iteration 

on how digital media use and digital trace data can be mapped and analyzed as part of a holistic view 

of individual communicative practices. It has been suggested time and again that online and offline 

experiences cannot be explained separately. We take this argument one step further and suggest 

that future research into digital communication needs to take the interwovenness seriously, not just 

between online and offline contexts, but between communicative practices in general, as they are 

performed across platforms, media and contexts. 
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Article II 

Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning 

Technology in the Organization of Practices 

Pagh, J. (in third round review). Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning 

Technology in Organizing Practices. International Journal of Communication. (In third round review). 

 

This article presents a study of how people use the internet in the structuring of daily life, based on 

qualitative data from 17 US participants, collected through an interview-diary-interview method. I 

argue that the internet has the capacity to collapse offline contexts, essentially making it possible to 

perform several practices in previously unrelated settings. After introducing practice theory as a lens 

through which to understand everyday practices, I outline four different ways people valuate this 

capacity in relation to the organizing of their daily life. I further discuss how these valuations are 

manifested differently in people’s actual uses of the internet, and conclude that the valuations and 

their manifestations bear witness to both wanted and unwanted offline context collapses. 

Keywords: Everyday life, practice theory, media use, internet, context collapse. 

 

Introduction 

The internet has proven to be a pervasive technology in the conduct of everyday life. It permeates 

routine and complicated practices (Schatzki, 1996) involving interactions with friends and family, 

planning and carrying out everyday menial tasks, and keeping updated on news about everything 

from politics to celebrities. It has become an integral communication tool that is used, often in 
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conjunction with other communication tools (Hasebrink & Popp, 2006), to effectively manage daily 

life (Hage & Noseleit, 2018; Tillema, Dijst, & Schwanen, 2010). 

In this article, I use practice theory (Schatzki, 1996) to examine the role of the internet, as it is 

accessed through either stationary or mobile media, in the organizing and performing of everyday 

practices. In order to do so, I take the individual as the unit of analysis (Marcus, 1995) and focus on 

the internet as a communication technology that people use to organize and flexibly perform three 

sets of practices. The first set of practices oriented towards making a living, pertains to a person’s 

professional life: the practices people perform to ensure an income. To the majority of the 

participants, this entails carrying out specific occupational practices, but for the students in the study, 

it also includes schoolwork, as they complete those practices in order to earn a living in the future. 

Second is a set of practices associated with tending private life, which entails nurturing one’s local 

surroundings. This can be managing close ties; flatmates, friends or family, as well as the coordination 

of menial tasks and chores like cleaning and cooking. Third is a set of practices oriented towards 

community engagements, which involves active engagement with, or interest in, real or imagined 

communities (Anderson, 1983). Volunteering, political activism and news reading are practices that 

fall under this umbrella.  

The three sets of practices were demarcated by examining how participants in this study orient their 

daily practices, and chosen as all participants in the study engage in all three sets of practices. In that 

way, they provide a way to compare, across all participants, the role of the internet in the conduct 

and organizing of daily life, even though the individual practices might not be the same. In all cases, 

what I am interested in are the communicative actions people perform as part of organizing these 

practices, understood broadly as the different communication types the internet supports: one-to-

one, one-to-many, many-to-many (Jensen & Helles, 2011) as well as communication to oneself, for 

instance through self-tracking, alarms or personal calendar entries. Therefore, while the internet 

means different things to different people, I examine it broadly as a material technology that offers 

a myriad of communication possibilities that people incorporate in their daily life in unique ways. 

What is important, then, is not how people define the internet, but rather how they use the same 

technology differently to organize their constellation of practices.  

Specifically, I examine the role of the internet as a technology that can widen the spatial and temporal 

confines of when and where a practice can be performed. That is, the internet has the capacity to 
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collapse the contexts in which practices can be performed, which for instance is manifested in people 

being able to share work with colleagues while they are commuting, look up recipes while they are 

at work, or read the news while out for a walk. While the term context collapse has primarily been 

used to describe how social media collapses audiences in online contexts (Boyd, 2014; Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011; Wesch, 2009), it is used here to describe physical, of_fline context collapses that are 

facilitated by the internet: That is, as it is used here, context collapses refer not only to social contexts 

being collapsed online, where friends, family, coworkers and strangers are present at the same time, 

but also to the internet’s capacity to collapse offline contexts by making it possible to perform 

practices in a wider array of spatial and temporal settings: For instance by making it possible to get 

the news while at work, or to read work emails while having dinner with the family. This widening of 

the term reflects the general focus of this paper on how the internet is incorporated in daily practices, 

and illustrates the point that offline and online environments cannot be understood separately 

(Simon & Ess, 2015): The conditions for daily life change as practices and social contexts move online, 

but daily life is also restructured by the way the internet is situated and used in offline settings. The 

capacity of the internet to collapse the contexts in which people perform their practices can be 

valuated positively, as offering a flexibility that allows for a more fluid organization of people’s 

constellation of practices. It can also be valuated negatively, where the encroaching of certain 

practices on previously unrelated contexts is experienced as a loss of control of the organizing of daily 

life. That is, as several practices can be performed in the same context, it becomes increasingly 

difficult for people to decide how to divide their time and attention between them. As the analysis 

will show, this negative valuation leads some people to implement strategies to manage and 

minimize context collapses. In that way, this study is aligned with previous studies that argue that 

context collapses are not inherent features built into the infrastructure of social media platforms 

(Costa, 2018; Davis & Jurgenson, 2014) – but extends the argument from social media to internet use 

in general – that context collapses, as they occur both online and offline, are a result of the unique 

ways in which people incorporate the internet in their daily practices. Davis & Jurgenson argue that 

context collapses on social media platforms can occur both intentionally and unintentionally, while 

Costa shows how people in a Turkish village use social media in a way that evades context collapses. 

Both of these studies, then, illustrate how people are able to manage their practices differently, in 

order to control how and when contexts clash. By widening the meaning of the term to include offline 
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context collapses as well, this study adds to these findings by showing that people valuate the 

internet’s capacity to collapse contexts differently depending on which practices it affects, and that 

the way they incorporate the internet in their daily lives is to a large extent conditioned by these 

valuations. However, negative valuations do not necessarily lead people to alter their internet uses: 

Saying does not necessarily mean doing. 

The article develops on the coupling of practice theory and media studies suggested by Nick Couldry 

(2004). It does so by adopting a non-media-centric approach to media studies (Hasebrink & Popp, 

2006; Hepp, Berg, & Roitsch, 2014; Morley, 2009), effectively taking the individual as the unit of 

analysis. By doing so, it becomes possible to examine if people experience the context collapses 

facilitated by the internet as being a positive or problematic function, as it relates to the organization 

of their constellation of practices. 

In this article, I first outline practice theory as a useful lens through which to understand the mundane 

activities of individuals. I argue that understanding how practices are organized, managed and 

interlinked in a person’s everyday life requires a holistic view of individuals. Second, I outline an 

approach that centers on the individual by combining recurrent interviews with a communication 

diary, thereby following people as they engage in communicative actions pertaining to the three sets 

of practices, and as they relate to various contexts (e.g. workplace or the home), media devices (e.g. 

smartphones or television), and different platforms (e.g. social media or text messages). Third, by 

analyzing the data gathered from 17 US participants, I find that the valuations of the internet’s 

widening of the spatial and temporal confines within which a practice can be performed are markedly 

different. Further, I find that negative valuations lead some participants to implement strategies to 

manage and/or limit context collapses in some, or all of the three, sets of practices. In conclusion, I 

discuss how these findings add to the understanding of the relationship between people’s doings and 

sayings in relation to communicative action involving the internet. 

 

Theoretical foundation 

The term practice theory demarcates a body of literature that points to everyday practices as the site 

for uncovering symbolic structures (Reckwitz, 2002). The focus on practices in social theory has been 

present in the work of authors such as Bourdieu (1977), Foucault (1978) and Giddens (1984), but 
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practice theory as a coherent field was first defined by Theodore Schatzki (1996). Although practice 

theory is not a homogenous approach (Reckwitz, 2002; Warde, 2005), the literature is united by the 

belief that social and cultural structures should be examined by looking at practices, at what people 

do and say, in order to uncover how those structures are embedded in daily life.  

Practice theory provides a vocabulary for examining the role of communication as actions in general, 

and communication actions involving the internet specifically, in the way people manage daily life. 

Firstly, practice theory offers a theoretical framework for understanding the structuring of discrete 

actions into meaningful patterns. That is, practices are understood as comprehensive clusters of 

actions that are oriented towards a shared purpose (Schatzki, 2002). In this study, practices that are 

oriented towards the same goal will be grouped into sets of practices, in order to create meaningful 

categories that can be compared across participants. To illustrate, Mariah’s practice of cleaning an 

office can be compared to Angela’s practice of delivering packages because they share a similar 

orientation, making a living. Focus will be placed on the discrete communicative actions that 

sometimes involve the internet, and which people engage in, in order to organize and perform three 

sets of practices: making a living, tending private life and engaging with communities. The 

communicative actions involving the internet are unique in that they allow for greater spatial and 

temporal flexibility in the way practices can be performed, for instance by making it possible to 

answer work emails while grocery shopping, or even to do the grocery shopping while at work. Thus, 

the focus is not on internet use as an independent practice, but as actions involving a technology that 

allows practices to be performed more fluidly in time and space, placing more responsibility on 

individuals to make sense of and manage those practices. 

Secondly, practice theory offers a way to operationalize an analysis of the discrete actions in a 

person’s life, by further distilling them into a nexus of doings and sayings (Schatzki, 1996). That is, it 

emphasizes the importance of considering both the specific bodily action and how it is performed 

(doings), and the way people make sense of, and talk about them (sayings). Breaking actions down 

into doings and sayings elucidates how doings that on the surface look very similar, can mean very 

different things to different people. Take the action of adding an entry to a work calendar. For some, 

this is done in order to simply structure work, to make sure you are at the right meetings at the right 

time. For others, however, keeping a work calendar is also a way to keep work and personal life 

separated.  
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Important work has been done within the field of practice theory to show how related practices 

influence and anchor each other by being connected in a hierarchy. Most notably, Swidler (2001) 

illustrated this point by showing how changes in the LGBT organizations in San Francisco led to 

changes in how gender and sexuality was expressed by its members. While Swidler’s work 

demonstrates how related practices influence each other, having practices as the unit of analysis 

leaves the individual as a blind spot, casting him or her as simply an assemblage of isolated practices. 

Widening the focus from practices to the individual who performs them (Krajina, Moores, & Morley, 

2014; Morley, 2009), emphasizes the fact that practices require resources such as time and energy, 

and must be managed and organized in specific ways. This, in turn, highlights that the manner in 

which a practice is performed and given meaning by a person is, among other things, conditioned by 

how that person organizes his or her unique constellation of practices.  

Through the lens of practice theory, I will examine the relative importance of the internet in the 

performing and organizing of practices, trying to answer the question: 

How are individuals’ valuations of the internet’s role in the organizing of everyday 

practices manifested through their doings and sayings? 

Toward this end, what is needed is a research approach that is capable of capturing the doings and 

sayings of people, as they occur in whatever context they are performing their various practices in. 

The following section presents the empirical approach used for this study. 

 

Capturing doings and sayings 

A qualitative interview-diary-interview method was used to capture data on the everyday life and 

communicative habits of 17 participants from the US Midwest. The data collection method was 

designed as part of a larger project, The Peoples’ Internet (Jensen, n.d.) that combines qualitative, 

survey and big data to map and compare uses of the internet in five European countries, China and 

the US. In that project, the qualitative data was collected simultaneously, in the latter half of 2017, 

in China, Denmark and the US, using identical approaches in each country (Lai, Pagh, & Zeng, 2019). 

For the purposes of this article, only the US qualitative data will be examined. 
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Regarding the coupling of this approach with practice theory, the data collection devices – the diary 

and the interviews – served to complement each other by focusing mainly on the doings (diary) and 

the sayings (interviews) respectively. Furthermore, the use of a diary method as opposed to 

observational studies for example, has the added benefit of being able to follow people (Marcus, 

1995) as they move across contexts that would have otherwise been difficult to capture due to their 

often private nature (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017). For example, the diary made it possible to capture 

smartphone use during a lunch between two brothers who had recently lost their mother and were 

discussing how to care for their elderly father (John), the uses of television as a background noise 

when trying to fall asleep at night (Donna), or how a smartwatch can be used to circumvent workplace 

rules by making it possible to take personal calls undetected by supervisors (Javier). 

The first interview served as an introduction that was used to build rapport, getting to know the 

participants, their daily routines, their media habits and the network of people and institutions that 

they regularly communicated with. Following the opening interview, the participants were asked to 

complete a two-day communication diary. They were asked to keep the communication diary for only 

two days, one weekend day and one regular weekday (a few chose to only keep the diary for one day 

due to a busy schedule), as the diaries were very thorough and required a lot of effort from the 

participants – for instance remembering to note whenever they used media, which for some 

participants resulted in more than 50 entries in a day. Consequently, although practices can vary a 

lot throughout the week, asking for more diary days would likely have resulted in a lower quality of 

data, or in participants dropping out of the study. The diary combined structured and unstructured 

versions of the diary method by being structured by what participants were asked to report, but 

unstructured in the ways they could report (for an example of structured diaries see Hargittai & Karr 

(2009), for unstructured diaries see Markham & Couldry (2007)). For what to report, participants 

were asked to note four things whenever they were using media: 1) What media they were using and 

if they were alone or together with other people, 2) when it was and for how long, 3) what they were 

using the media for and 4) who they were communicating with, if anyone. For how to report, 

participants were asked to report their media uses throughout the day as they were happening, and 

they were free to report through any device and platform that was convenient to them. In this way, 

participants were less reliant on memory compared to other types of diary methods such as reflective 

diaries (Markham & Couldry, 2007), and the diary was as organically incorporated into the already 
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existing communication practices of the individual participant as possible, thereby minimizing its 

potential impact on participants’ regular routines. Although this strategy helped improve data quality, 

issues of changed behaviors due to perceived social desirability, and of how to capture 

communication habits that were unnoticeable to individuals themselves, such as picking up the 

phone to check for notifications, were still relevant. However, the two interviews, besides providing 

important data in and of themselves, served as tools to mitigate these inaccuracies: the rapport built 

during the first interview helped lessen the participants’ feelings of social desirability, and the second 

interview was used to discuss not only the entries in the diary, but also the blank spaces in between 

entries.  

The final step in the interview-diary-interview process was an elicitation interview that was anchored 

in the diary, meaning that while both interviews were semi-structured (Edwards & Holland, 2013), 

the questions in the elicitation interview were adapted to the participant’s communication diary, so 

that any questions that had arisen about the content of the diary were considered. During the 

elicitation interview, the participants were also asked questions regarding communication that did 

not involve media, that is, the face to face interactions they had during the day(s) that they were 

completing the diary. They were also asked about the values they ascribed to different media, thus 

producing a more thorough and inclusive record of their communication habits. 

For the sample, four participants were chosen by a principle of maximum variation as the starting 

nodes for networks of participants. Each of these nodes then referred the researcher to people in 

their network who they had frequent contact with, and who they thought were different from them 

in some way. By this approach, maximum possible variation was strived for both between and within 

networks, with primary reference to the demographic variables: 1) age, 2) gender, 3) ethnicity, 4) 

educational level, 5) relationship and family status, and 6) place of residence. Achieving variation in 

the sample was important in this study, as it was needed in order to understand how different people 

valuate and use the internet to organize their daily lives across different practices and demographic 

variables. The two sampling methods might be seen as contradictory. Network sampling implies a 

degree of homogeneity between people since they are connected in a social network, while 

maximum variation seeks to find people that are as different as possible. However, while network 

sampling places restrictions on the variation within a network, heterogeneity is achieved across 

networks. In the end, the sample looks as follows: 
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Figure 1. Sample networks: The structure of the four networks. Solid lines indicate referrals by participants, and dotted 

lines indicate other social connections within the network. 

 

Finally, the data was analyzed through an inductive, narrative analysis (Figgou & Pavlopoulos, 2015), 

where the stories people told about their lives and communication habits were analyzed together 

with their diary reports. The aim was to explore how people have different valuations of the internet’s 

capacity to allow practices to be performed in previously unrelated contexts, and how those ‘sayings’ 

sometimes do, and sometimes do not, correspond with the same individuals’ ‘doings’.  

 

 

Organizing practices 
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From the data analysis, there emerged five groups based on the different ways people valuate the 

internet’s capacity to collapse the contexts in which their practices can be performed. These context 

collapses, again, should be understood as a widening of the spatial and temporal confines of when 

and where actions can be performed, and thus of how people are able to manage and organize their 

constellation of practices. For example, the internet makes it possible to split actions related to the 

same practice into smaller segments throughout the day, interspersed between actions related to 

other practices. 

The first group consists of people who experience the aforementioned context collapses as an 

altogether positive flexibility. It allows them to organize, with a sense of strengthened agency, their 

daily practices oriented towards making a living, tending private life and community engagements, 

by making it possible to perform them in a wider array of contexts – for instance, by answering work 

emails from home or from the train, by shopping while at work or by engaging in political discussions 

online while waiting at the doctor’s office. The second and third group consist of people for whom 

the offline context collapses facilitated by the internet are valuated as a positive and agency-

enhancing flexibility within one of the three sets of practices, and problematic in the others. For 

people in the second group, the collapsing of contexts is valuated as positive as it relates to making 

a living, where the internet gives them more freedom to perform those practices in a wider set of 

contexts. As such, the internet allows them more flexibility in how they can prioritize and allocate 

time and energy to work practices. In the third group, the positive valuations are associated with the 

flexibility offered by the internet as it relates to their practices oriented towards tending private life. 

The fourth group consists of people who find that the encroaching of certain practices on previously 

unrelated contexts is problematic across the three domains, and the fifth group is comprised of 

people who might use the internet in many of their practices, but who do not experience any context 

collapses. This means that for people in the fifth group, the widening of the spatial and temporal 

confines it can offer in where and when they can be performed, is not central to the organizing and 

performing of their daily life. 

It should be added that it would be logical to assume that more groups could be formed: For instance, 

people might have positive valuations of the internet’s capacity to add flexibility to the organizing 

and performing of practices associated with community engagements, but would find it problematic 

in the other two, or, indeed, collapsing contexts might be valuated positively in two sets of practices, 
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and negatively in the last. However, none of the participants in my study represented such 

configurations. 

Within groups two through four, people’s ‘sayings’ show that they valuate some context collapses as 

problematic, but those valuations are, to varying degrees, manifested differently in their ‘doings’: 

Some concede that these collapses, despite being problematic, add a flexibility that is necessary for 

their way of life, and consequently, they do not change their doings despite feeling a loss of agency 

in organizing their constellation of practices. Others employ strategies to manage and contain the 

context collapses in practices where it is experienced as problematic, effectively trying to align their 

actual doings with their negative valuations. The distinctions between groups are primarily based on 

people’s sayings, that is, on their valuations of the context collapses facilitated by the internet. How 

participants are divided in the five groups have been summarized in table 1 below: 

 

 

General positive valuations: Jane, Ryan, Sophia, Daniella, Donna 

Positive valuations in making a living: Rachel, Kate 

Positive valuations in tending private life: Molly, Kathy, Mariah 

General negative valuations: John, Angela, Rae, Javier 

No internet-facilitated context collapses: Peter, Isaiah, Eli 

Table 1. The five groups: An overview of how the participants in the study are split between the groups. 

 

Next, I will show how people in the first four groups differ in their sayings and doings by giving 

participant examples. Because the focus of the analysis is on how people valuate and manage the 

spatial and temporal widening offered by the internet, of where and when practices can be 

performed, I will not provide examples from the fifth group. Arguably, including this group could help 

answer questions about why some people do not use the internet in their organizing of daily life, but 

those questions fall outside the scope of this article. 
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General positive valuations 

This first group consists of people who have positive valuations of the internet as a technology that 

adds flexibility to the organizing and performing of their practices related to all three sets of practices. 

Sophia, a 19-year-old student, mentions that she has a chronic condition that requires her to spend 

a few hours at the hospital a couple of times a month. By bringing her laptop and smartphone, she is 

able to utilize that time so that she can stay in touch with friends, do her school work, read up on 

news or chat with her mother.  

Daniela, 19, works as a cleaner while preparing for college. Besides being reliant on the internet to 

do her schoolwork from home, she explains that because her boyfriend is away at work when she is 

home, and her best friend lives a few hours away, she needs the internet to stay in touch with them. 

Therefore, Daniela uses the internet to stay social with the people that are important to her, at times 

and in contexts that would otherwise have been impossible. 

Jane, 63, also places great import on the flexibility that she feels the internet offers. Jane worked as 

a lawyer, but is now retired and spends much of her time volunteering and running a small real estate 

business. Her ‘malleable’ life, as she describes it, is enabled by the way she uses the internet to 

facilitate her seamless shifts from one practice to another, removing the temporal and spatial 

confines of several of her practices. For instance, her diary shows that within a brief time frame, she 

will shift from answering emails related to her volunteer work as a guide, to finding information online 

and setting up an international cell phone service with the proper provider, to writing emails related 

to her real estate business. In this way, from the comfort of her office chair, she is able to perform 

practices related to community engagements (check the news and arrange volunteer work), tending 

private life (contacting her social network and handle chores) and making a living (conduct work and 

other practices that provide an income). Jane explains: 

“I think it [the internet] has enabled my life. […] Because I think that the satisfaction I’ve 

been able to have by doing all my volunteer activities and being in various pro bono 

activities and things like that, it lets me have a very flexible lifestyle.” 

Jane’s friend Donna, 65 and a retired software engineer, also values the internet’s facilitating of a 

flexible constellation of practices, despite having a generally very careful approach to the internet: “I 
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have a Master’s degree in computer science, so I can conceive of ways to use data that would not be 

particularly friendly, shall we say.” This careful approach means that she does not use any social 

media, but she still uses the internet in all her practices to stay flexible – for instance by using email, 

at home or when she is out, to stay in touch with friends or get information on vacation homes, or 

by receiving continuous notifications on her phone from several news outlets. 

Ryan, a 19-year-old student, ascribes the same positivity to the internet as a technology that grants 

him greater agency in how he organizes and performs his constellation of practices. He describes 

how the internet, specifically with the mobility of the smartphone, has helped him stay flexible: 

“I got an iPhone which helped me facilitate me becoming much more social with my 

friends. […] Now just communicating with so many people is so much easier. And I do a 

lot of reading news on my phone. Like, it’s muscle memory by this point […].” 

Ryan lives in a dorm and is in contact with friends regularly throughout the day through face to face 

interactions, and through a big Facebook Messenger group chat of more than 20 people. He very 

often shifts his attention between his practices oriented towards tending private life and those 

oriented towards making a living. To Ryan, these frequent moves between practices are never seen 

as negative or problematic, and it is apparent that he embraces the flexibility he gets from using the 

internet. He does not express annoyance or frustration with the many Messenger messages he 

receives at all hours of the day, and he has no problem replying to them, no matter what he is doing. 

Similarly, he has no problem with working on a group project through Google docs on a weekend 

night or with keeping up with the world around him, whether he is alone in his room, with friends, or 

working on a school project. 

The examples show how the people in this group have a general positive valuation of the internet’s 

capacity to collapse contexts. They use these context collapses as a flexibility to more freely choose 

what they want to do, when they want to do it: For example, Ryan does not have to limit his practices 

oriented towards tending private life to the confines of the dorm, and Jane does not have to leave 

her office to perform practices oriented towards all three sets of practices. 

 

Flexibility in making a living  
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Rachel is 35 and works as a lawyer. Her diary entries show how the internet’s capacity to collapse 

contexts is present in her doings related to all three sets of practices: She plans her commute from 

bed and answers emails after office hours; she interacts with friends on her social media accounts 

throughout her day, wherever she is; and uses both her phone and work computer to access news at 

home, during her commute and while she is at work. However, in her sayings, it is apparent that the 

context collapses are only experienced as positive as they relate to making a living, while they make 

practices oriented towards tending private life and community engagements feel like they are 

encroaching on other, previously unrelated contexts. For instance, she explains how being able to 

perform practices associated with tending private life and community engagements first thing in the 

morning felt like she was wasting her day: “I kept getting up at the same time, but I was just sitting 

on my phone for an hour before the day even started. And I realized I really hated that.” 

Even though she valuates the context collapses negatively in some of her practices, they are normally 

present in all of them. However, every Sunday, she will leave her phone in the kitchen and not use it. 

By self-regulating her phone use on Sundays, she simultaneously makes herself unavailable to friends 

and less likely to be tempted by push notifications, while still being flexible in her work by checking 

emails and performing other work-related practices during that day.  

Kate, a 19-year-old student, emphasizes keeping her practices related to school flexible. For example, 

when asked what the most important thing she uses the internet for was, she promptly replied: 

“Google Drive”, because it allows her to have papers and notes online, share them with other 

students and work on it from anywhere. In other sets of practices, however, she feels that the context 

collapses add pressure on her to be constantly available to friends and to keep up with news. To 

manage this, Kate has different strategies at different times. To avoid having her community 

engagement practices intrude on her practices related to making a living, Kate will avoid engaging in 

those practices altogether when she is busy with work: “There are some political things [that concern 

me], but I’ve started to not think about them as much because they’re just more stress on top of 

focusing on school, so I try to keep them away for certain times.” When it comes to managing her 

practices oriented towards tending private life, she will try to avoid context collapses there as well, 

but only at particular times:  

“The big group chat that I’m in, which is twenty plus people, can get a little annoying 

because there’s always someone trying to talk and make plans. So, when I’m working 
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[…], after a while I just have to turn my notifications off and put my phone on ‘do not 

disturb’.” 

In sum, Rachel and Kate exemplify three different strategies for managing the internet’s capacity to 

collapse contexts. Rachel’s strategy is to avoid specific hardware (leaving her smartphone in one 

room an entire day), while Kate either avoids specific practices altogether (avoids news and volunteer 

and political activities), or manages specific software (hiding herself from social media, and removing 

notifications from incoming messages). Thus, both feel a need to manage and constrain context 

collapses in practices oriented towards tending private life and community engagements in order to 

retain a sense of control over their full constellation of practices, but find different strategies for 

doing so.  

 

Flexibility in tending private life 

The third group embraces the internet’s capacity to collapse contexts as they relate to tending private 

life, while feeling a need to implement strategies to manage, or remove them entirely from, practices 

related to making a living and community engagements. 

The above is true for Kathy, a 19-year-old student, who is in a long-distance relationship with Ryan 

from the first group in the present study. Kathy uses a lot of social media throughout the day, keeping 

up Snapchat streaks with almost 30 friends and staying in touch with Ryan with short messages at all 

hours. She is also busy with schoolwork, spending several hours every day accessing and doing 

homework assignments and completing groupwork. Kathy enjoys the context collapses as a way to 

be flexible in her practices oriented towards tending private life, that is, in her contact and 

coordination with her social relations: “I’ll have the laptop going and then like texting. […] I’ll have my 

laptop open with like my notes and like ‘Yeah, I’m doing homework’”. However, she has more 

negative valuations of the context collapses in practices oriented towards community engagements 

and making a living, and implements strategies to contain collapses in both. Like Kate in the previous 

group, Kathy employs two strategies, one for each set of practices. Her strategy to contain internet 

facilitated context collapses in community engagements is, again similar to Kate, that she chooses to 

avoid those practices altogether when she is busy. Her strategy to avoid context collapses in her 

practices oriented towards making a living is to assign specific hardware to that set of practices. Kathy 
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keeps work contained to her laptop, while using both her laptop and smartphone for social 

interactions. For instance, even though she uses emails and document sharing sites in both her 

private life and in her school work, she will access them only through her computer if they are related 

to making a living, whereas she will use both her phone and computer if they are related to tending 

private life. In that way, she adds mobility and flexibility through her smartphone use in practices 

oriented towards tending private life, while deliberately avoiding it in her practices oriented towards 

making a living.  

Mariah, 39, a first-generation immigrant, housecleaner and mother of three children, is not a 

frequent internet user. She has a smartphone, but does not feel very attached to it:  

“I don’t feel worried about my cellphone, I don’t feel like I need my cellphone all the 

time. But the only one reason it is important for me to keep it close and ready is because 

my son has allergy problems and sometimes they need to reach me easily and in a 

hurry.” 

As she mentions, the most important thing she uses the phone for is to make sure she is always within 

reach if her son’s school needs her, as he suffers from severe allergies. However, she also uses her 

phone during work and during her commutes to send and receive small written or recorded voice 

messages on WhatsApp with her family and friends in the US and in Mexico. Thus, Mariah uses the 

internet to stay flexible in a lot of her practices oriented towards tending private life. Her 

communication diary shows that in the morning of a weekday, she will message several friends, as 

well as her daughter and husband on WhatsApp. While she is at work, she will stay in touch with her 

daughter and her son, and chat to her brother. Later in the evening, she will call her mother in Mexico, 

also on WhatsApp. However, she tries to limit the context collapses in her other practices, for 

instance through strict rules regarding media use in the home, which she and her husband instated 

in order to avoid other practices intruding on their family time. As such, Mariah is very careful about 

when she uses her phone or the family computer to read emails from clients or to check if she has 

been contacted by staff at the local radio station where she volunteers. In that way, and like Rachel, 

Mariah’s strategy is based on avoiding the hardware that allows context collapses to occur, in order 

to limit the number of practices she is able to perform at any given time. 
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Molly, 40, a stay at home mother running an online law course at a local university, also exhibits a 

somewhat similar strategy. While she stays in touch with friends through social media and texts 

throughout the day wherever she is, she limits the context collapses in making a living and community 

engagements to very specific times and hardware: Her work is done on her laptop only – everything 

from grading papers to answering student emails – and the laptop never leaves her office. 

Additionally, she has decided to only listen to news on the car radio, as she fears that her kids might 

see the graphic images that could pop up if she were to engage in those practices elsewhere. In that 

way, Molly’s strategy of limiting context collapses in practices oriented towards making a living and 

community engagements is to continuously control and manage her use of hardware. 

To sum up, Kathy, Mariah and Molly all use strategies that gives them greater coherence between 

their valuations of the internet’s capacity to collapse the contexts in which practices can be 

performed, and how those valuations are manifested in their doings. While their strategies are 

expressed differently, they all target hardware as a way to control how and when they allow context 

collapses to occur. Only Kathy implements different strategies in relation to her different sets of 

practices, as she completely avoids performing practices oriented towards community engagement 

when she is busy with other things. 

 

General negative valuations 

The fourth group of people have a negative valuation of the internet’s collapsing of contexts in 

relation to all three sets of practices. Javier, 40, is Mariah’s husband and works at a factory. Like his 

wife, he follows the strict rules they have for media use in the home, but unlike her, he does not 

experience that he can use the internet to gain flexibility in practices of tending private life. Rather, 

he feels that context collapses challenge his ability to be attentive to whatever the context dictates 

he should be doing – like working when he is at the factory, or being present with his family when he 

is home. Therefore, Javier actively tries to manage and limit context collapses in all his practices, and 

only allows them when they involve his son who suffers from severe allergies.  

Angela, a 52-year-old first-generation Zimbabwean immigrant who works as a freelance Amazon 

delivery driver in order to have more time to do volunteer work, is a very different case from Javier. 

Although Angela has negative valuations concerning the widening of spatial and temporal confines, 
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she actively seeks to make use of the internet as a way to stay flexible in the organization and 

performing of her practices. As a consequence, Angela displays a clear disjointedness between her 

sayings and her doings. Angela uses the internet to work whenever she has time, to perform her 

community engagements by conducting conference calls, or answering emails from people at the 

food pantry where she volunteers, whenever or wherever she is. When asked what would happen if 

she lost connection to the internet for a few days, she replies: “I wouldn’t be doing anything except 

go ‘oh my god oh my god!’ I think that, the difference for me, if the internet went away, it would take 

my life with it.”  

Angela implements various strategies to manage the flexibility she gains from the context collapses 

facilitated by the internet. However, her strategies are not aimed at limiting context collapses in any 

of her practices, but rather to try to feel in control of them by tying them to different hardware. 

Angela always carries three smartphones with her: One for her Amazon work, another for private 

use, and yet another for her volunteer work, each with different apps corresponding to its use. This 

division of both hardware and software between the three different sets of practices is a pronounced 

testament to Angela’s need for a strong separation of practices. By dividing her practices between 

phones, she attempts to create a semblance of coherence by maintaining one constant ‘hardware 

context’ for each of her practices, despite being able to perform them flexibly, in a wide array of 

places.  

The last two examples, John and Rae, both have negative valuations of the context collapses 

facilitated by the internet, but their valuations are not manifested in any strategies to either manage 

or limit them. John, a 56-year-old painter, author, and church janitor, mentions that the context 

collapses facilitated by the internet are problematic because they test his ability to stay focused. 

However, as he for instance uses Google to do research for a book, and social media to sell his work, 

he does not feel like he can implement strategies that allow him to perform his practices in 

accordance with his sayings, as the organization of his constellation of practices is enabled by the 

flexibility offered by the context collapses. 

Rae is a 19-year-old college student who lives in the same dorm as Ryan, Kate and Sophia. Rae has 

reservations regarding the pervasiveness of the internet, and she finds that the resulting fluid 

organization of practices has a negative effect on her ability to concentrate on whatever practice she 

is performing. As one example, Rae is in a relationship that for the first year-and-a-half was long 
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distance, due to her boyfriend’s job in the navy. During the times when her boyfriend was stationed, 

his screen time was very sporadic and unforeseeable. Hence, to stay in touch, Rae had to constantly 

walk around with her phone close and Facebook open on her laptop, checking for notifications to see 

if he was online, and if he was, she would drop everything to spend some rare time with him. Due to 

these external circumstances, she relied heavily on the flexibility of the internet in organizing and 

performing her practices.  

From Rae’s sayings about this flexibility, it is clear that there is a lack of coherence between her 

implementation of the flexibility offered by the internet and her valuations of it. She repeatedly 

described the role of the laptop and the phone in her life as necessary tools: “My laptop and I are 

very good friends because we have to be.” And later: “I was granted a very spotty Messenger [contact 

with her boyfriend], but I will take what I can get. It’s something we need to learn how to adapt to, 

and we are learning because we have to.” However, like John, Rae does not have a strategy to contain 

and control those context collapses. Instead, she reluctantly accepts the flexibility as necessary - 

something she should adapt to, rather than trying to adapt it to her life.  

In sum, people in this group all have negative valuations of the internet that cut across their three 

sets of practices. Javier, however, is the only person of the four that actively tries to limit context 

collapses: Angela’s strategy is to try and feel in control of context collapses by assigning a physical 

component – a phone – to each set of practices, and John and Rae have no limitation of managing 

strategies, and accept context collapses as a necessary part of their lives. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The four groups presented above display different valuations of the internet’s capacity to collapse 

the contexts in which various practices can be performed. Further, they demonstrate how people 

with negative valuations of the context collapses may implement strategies in order to either manage 

or avoid them, including removing the use of hardware devices from specific practices, managing 

software settings, or avoiding sets of practices altogether.  

By analyzing the relationship between the participants’ doings and sayings, it becomes apparent that 

they implement these strategies as a measure to seize control of the organizing of daily life by 

producing coherence between their valuations of, and their actual conduct during, context collapses. 
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However, people still display different levels of coherence or disjointedness between their sayings 

and their doings. The strategies, to some, allow them to manage, or completely eliminate, the 

collapsing contexts to the extent that their doings coincide with their sayings. Others leave room for 

context collapses despite their negative valuations, because they feel that they cannot complete their 

daily practices without them. By broadening the concept of context collapse – from the collapsing of 

social circles on social media platforms to the collapsing of physical contexts in which everyday 

practices can be performed – the analysis has shown how the coherence and disjointedness of doings 

and sayings manifest themselves as wanted as well as unwanted context collapses (Davis & 

Jurgenson, 2014). 

In sum, the article contributes to existing practice theory literature by further clarifying the 

understanding of how doings and sayings interrelate in the constituting of both concrete actions and 

wider practices, as illustrated by internet use. The study further points to practice theory as a useful 

tool for understanding media use more generally: It can illuminate how people’s media preferences 

are related to their daily practices, and how they organize their constellation of practices in and 

through media. 

While this study provides new insights into the relationship between people’s doings and sayings, as 

they relate to the internet’s capacity to collapse contexts, it does not thoroughly examine the 

underlying reasons for why some people are more disjointed in their sayings and doings than others. 

To further contribute to practice theory, future research should map those underlying reasons, for 

instance by focusing on the socioeconomic backgrounds and cultural contexts that lead people to 

choose one strategy over another. 
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Article III 

A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US 

Pagh, J., Zeng, F. H. & Lai, S. S. (in review). A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US. Global Media and Communication. (In 

review). 

 

This article presents a comparative analysis of how people manage ways of communicating with their 

social ties. With an outset in a quantitative mapping of how people combine various communication 

channels with different ties, the article applies a qualitative approach to examine people’s criteria 

when considering how to communicate with others. The qualitative analysis is based on ethnographic 

fieldwork in China, Denmark and the US, adopting a shared interview-diary-interview method in each 

field site. Despite apparent sociocultural differences between these national contexts, we find that 

people share five criteria, namely efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, insistency, and availability, that 

ground their everyday communications. In all but one of these, contrary to our assumptions, rather 

than cultural differences, we find that universal aspects of sociality condition how people manage 

their communication. Consequently, people more similar than different in their considerations of how 

to communicate with their social ties. 

Keywords: Comparative analysis, social ties, ethnographic fieldwork, communication criteria, culture. 

 

Introduction 
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This article extends from research in the field of social ties theory. It examines people’s considerations 

of how to communicate with their social networks in three national contexts: China, Denmark and 

the US. Since Mark Granovetter (1973) popularized the grouping of social ties into strong or weak in 

the early 70s, a long list of studies has focused on, and developed, social ties theory. Like in 

Granovetter’s own research, the many studies that followed would center on a specific group of 

people (e.g. co-workers or students) in a specific context (e.g. the workplace or college) and a specific 

functionality of strong or weak ties (e.g. confiding or information exchange). Some would go on to 

also focus on the means of communication in order to examine the various ways people stayed in 

contact.  

Our particular aim is to examine why and how people communicate with different social ties in 

different ways. Furthermore, we do so while not delimiting the study to looking at a specific group of 

people or a specific context, as we want to illuminate people’s everyday communication holistically, 

and to follow people (Marcus 1995) wherever they go.  

Whereas the majority of research that engages with social ties subscribes to quantitative 

measurements and, consequently, to the development of indicators for measuring tie strength or 

identifying tie functionality, this article is primarily based on ethnographic fieldwork. With mediated 

communication, and specifically the increasing significance of digital media in maintaining and 

utilizing social ties, people consider, in complex ways, which communication form to use when 

communicating with various social ties. These considerations are based on criteria that are often 

subtle and unpronounced, yet they make up the fabric of any everyday encounter. The qualitative 

sensibility gained from the fieldwork enables us to analyze these criteria and considerations, thereby 

complementing quantitative approaches based on for instance surveys. In other words, this article 

seeks to answer the question: How do people manage ways of communicating with different social 

ties in different situations, and what are the consideration criteria that go into these management 

strategies? 

After a short overview of social ties research, we present a quantitative approach to linking specific 

social ties with specific communication frequencies and channels. On this basis, we propose a 

qualitative ethnographic approach to understanding the underlying mechanism that go into how 

people communicate with their peers. Moving to the qualitative analysis, we shed light on how 

fieldwork respondents manage their communication with social ties and identify five criteria that 
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they consider at different times, depending on the tie, the context and the content of the 

conversation, when choosing a specific form of communication. That is, they do not always consider 

all five criteria, but they will make their communicative decisions based on their ability to meet the 

criteria that are most important to the circumstances. In doing so, we analyze how people evaluate 

mediated and face-to-face communication depending on the type of social tie, conversational 

content, and the social situation. Lastly, we discuss the ways the differences and similarities between 

respondents in different national contexts relate to sociocultural structures.  

 

Social ties theory 

Social ties theory was first popularized by Mark Granovetter (1973) and his study of the role of social 

ties when looking for jobs. Here, he found that people have strong ties who they look to for support, 

and weak ties who are mostly used to get information. Departing from the divide between strong 

and weak ties, but in the context of students and research groups, Haythornthwaite (2005) found 

support for, and expanded on, Granovetter’s findings, stating that strong ties are used for both 

emotional and instrumental exchanges, while weak ties primarily offer instrumental exchanges. 

Emotional exchanges involve venting, and talking through emotionally intense topics (e.g. conflicts 

and joyous moments). Instrumental exchanges on the other hand, encompass the interactions where 

information or resources are shared, requested or relayed. More recently, Small (2017), through a 

qualitative study, has challenged the idea that only strong ties offer emotional support, showing how 

factors such as proximity, spontaneous decisions and shared experiences prompted first year college 

students to confide in, and get support from, weak ties.  

Although the dichotomy between strong and weak ties can be used as a tool to understand social 

relations, it is still debated how tie strength should be measured. Granovetter (1973) listed four 

measurements, but gave no indications of their relative importance: 1) time - duration of the tie and 

frequency of contact, 2) the emotional intensity, 3) the level of intimacy, and mutual confiding, and 

4) the exchange of reciprocal services. With the increasing pervasiveness of the internet as part of 

everyday life, researchers began examining the effects of the internet’s new communication forms 

on social ties. Supporting the notion that online and offline activities could not be separated, research 

showed that strong online ties were also strong offline ties (Baym, Zhang, & Lin, 2004; Wellman et 
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al., 2006). However, the internet also made it possible for people to connect with others without 

geographical constraints (Wellman, 2001), allowing them to stay more tightly connected with ties 

they knew from offline settings but who they were no longer in close proximity to, or to connect 

through online communities with people they had never met. 

The new communication forms supported by the internet also nuanced the way people were able to 

stay connected. Haythornthwaite (2002) showed that the internet allows connections of latent ties, 

which are ties that are digitally connected, but not yet socially activated. She also found that stronger 

ties are more likely to incorporate more communication channels to stay in touch, while weak tie 

connections are often limited to few avenues of contact. As such, she added another possible 

measurement of tie strength, namely the “multiplexity” of media used to stay in touch 

(Haythornthwaite, 2005).  

While the vast majority of studies building on social ties theory are quantitative, qualitative studies 

utilizing social ties theory indicate that 1) social ties theory is a useful tool to explain communicative 

actions – even on a small scale, and 2) that qualitative approaches can enrich social ties theory by 

challenging the, often, intuitive findings of quantitative studies. For instance, as mentioned, Small 

used interviews to show how, surprisingly, first year university students will go to weak ties for 

support, a practice that his respondents were often unaware of themselves (Small, 2017). In another 

case, Jack (2005) used interviews and participant observation to, among other things, show how 

strong ties can lie dormant and unused for long periods of time, going against the idea that frequency 

is a crucial factor in determining tie strength. As such, by fusing a quantitative outset with months of 

qualitative fieldwork, we gain a more in-depth understanding of how and why people engage with 

their social ties in the ways that they do, and contribute to social ties theory by showing how the 

different tie types and functions play into people’s communicative choices. 
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Background – surveying social ties 

Our analysis is situated in the larger context of the Peoples’ Internet Project, in which representative 

surveys were carried out in China, the US, Denmark, and four other European countries1 in 2018. In 

the survey, people were asked about their communication and their uses of the internet, including 

how often and through which media they communicate with different types of social ties. We use 

these surveys as a representative overview of similarities and differences regarding communication 

types across social ties in the three contexts selected for our analysis. The table below shows the 

distribution of the different communication frequencies with one’s immediate family, distant family, 

close friends and acquaintances, across face-to-face conversations, telephone and voice calls, one-

to-one messages, one-to-many messages, and emails. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 For more on Peoples’ Internet surveys and methodology, see New Media and Society Special Issue 
[forthcoming]. 
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Communication on a weekly basis CN DK US 

FACE-TO-FACE 

Immediate family 69,3 64,1 67,9 

Close friends 56,9 57,6 55,7 

Distant family 44,5 19,5 34,3 

Acquaintances 45,1 39,6 51,3 

TELEPHONE & 
VOICE CALLS 

Immediate family 50,8 55,8 64,6 

Close friends 67,8 38,2 43,0 

Distant family 50,8 17,1 31,8 

Acquaintances 46,6 21,8 33,5 

MESSAGES     
ONE-TO-ONE 

Immediate family 50,5 76,0 61,2 

Close friends 67,5 66,5 54,6 

Distant family 50,5 23,2 32,4 

Acquaintances 48,4 39,4 41,0 

MESSAGES 
MANY-TO-MANY 

Immediate family 44,9 32,8 37,7 

Close friends 57,8 36,1 35,6 

Distant family 44,9 12,8 23,5 

Acquaintances 42,4 22,6 28,0 

EMAILS 

Immediate family 11,9 28,1 40,1 

Close friends 11,0 26,0 35,3 

Distant family 11,9 12,6 25,0 

Acquaintances 11,8 19,5 33,7 

 

Table 1: Communication on a weekly basis: Frequency of communication with different types of ties through 

different forms of communication in the three national contexts, China, Denmark and the US. 

 

The table shows interesting differences between the three countries. For instance, in the Chinese 

context there is a strong prominence of group chats across all four types of social ties, whereas emails 

are only seldomly used (also owing to the dominance of mobile Internet use in China). In contrast, 

especially in the US, approximately one third report using emails with both strong and weak ties. In 

Denmark, there is a tendency for people to communicate less with distant family across all types of 

media. In China people communicate mostly with close friends through telephone, voice calls and 

messages, and face-to-face communication is prominent with the immediate family, whereas in 
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Denmark and the US, phone calls and messages are used more for communicating with immediate 

family. However, there is also a multitude of aspects that the table does not tell us anything about, 

like for instance, and pertinent to this article, why people communicate in one way rather than 

another, and what criteria go into their considerations. 

 

Method 

For the qualitative data collection, the same interview-diary-interview method was applied across all 

three countries in order to ensure comparability. The aim was to follow people (Marcus, 1995) and 

capture their daily communicative habits across different cultural contexts, such as a commute or a 

family dinner, different media such the TV or the phone, and different platforms such as WeChat or 

Facebook (authors, 2019). The method was designed to give a holistic view of people’s full 

communication repertoires (as inspired by Hasebrink and Domeyer’s (2012) media repertoires but 

including face-to-face communication). This approach enables us to research internet mediated 

communication as it relates to, and intersects with, other ways people communicate with their social 

ties. However, the practical implementation of the method was flexible, as it was applied to different 

cultural contexts and to respondents with various obligations and routines.  

As for the data collection, the interviews were semi-structured, and the same interview guide was 

used in all three countries to make sure we covered the same topics. However, the interviews were 

open to all types of additional questions that emerged from respondents’ diaries and personal 

stories. The first interview was used to build rapport with the respondent and to get to know them, 

their routines, communicative habits and their social networks. This was followed by a 

communication diary where respondents were asked, whenever they used media, to report 1) what 

media they were using and if they were with anyone, 2) when it was and for how long, 3) what they 

were using the media for and 4) who they were communicating with, if anyone. Respondents kept 

the communication diary for 24 or 48 hours depending on their schedule. The primary purpose of 

the diaries was not to collect accurate quantitative data, but to get a sense of people’s 

communicative choices, and to use concrete examples from the diary to inform a fruitful 

conversation in the second interview. Consequently, the diary was structured (Hargittai & Karr, 2009), 

as it dictated what people should report. However, it was unstructured (Markham & Couldry, 2007) 
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in the sense that it allowed people to be flexible in how to report. That is, respondents were asked to 

report throughout the day, using any media or platform they desired. This hybrid format had three 

benefits: First, the continuous reporting throughout the day made it easier for respondents to 

remember to report; second, by allowing respondents to choose the report medium, the act of 

keeping the diary became less intrusive, as it more seamlessly aligned with their existing media 

habits; third, the reporting in itself conveyed interesting information on their communicative 

preferences.  

The second interview was an elicitation interview (Kaufmann, 2018) that was anchored in the diary. 

That is, while it followed an interview guide that touched upon predetermined topics across 

countries, it was adapted to address both the entries – and the blank spaces – in people’s 

communication diaries. In this way, we were able to get clarifications on unclear entries, while also 

co-interpreting their communication instances with people themselves. During this interview, people 

were also asked questions about face-to-face interactions as well as their attitudes toward different 

media (and to the internet specifically). 

By doing so, the coupling of interviews and diaries had two distinct benefits. First, the interviews 

provided useful information on how people made sense of their communication habits, or, put 

differently: “what the devil they think they are up to” (Geertz, 1974). The diary, on the other hand, 

gave a better understanding of what people were actually doing with different media. Second, by 

anchoring one in the other, the first interview ensured that respondents and the researcher agreed 

on the scope and format of the diary, whereas the diary informed the questions in the elicitation 

interview, and centered them in the particular communicative habits of the unique respondent. 

As for the sample, respondents in this study were chosen on the basis of a combination of network 

(Heckathorn & Cameron, 2017) and maximum variation (Bryman, 2016) sampling. The two sampling 

strategies can be seen as contradictory, as social networks are usually homogenous. However, 

heterogeneity was instead strived for between networks by sampling diverse starting nodes for the 

different networks. The maximum variation was based on the following socio-demographic variables: 

1) age, 2) gender, 3) ethnicity, 4) educational level, 5) relationship and family status, and 6) place of 

residence. The emphasis on place of residence resulted in multi-sited fieldworks (Marcus, 1995), 

where each site is defined by having a local administrative division or government. The sample is 

summarized in Table 2 below: 



 143 

 China Denmark US 

Sites 7 9 5 

Networks 9 5 5 

Respondents 39 20 17 

Gender 
Female 21 13 11 

Male 18 7 6 

Age 

≤20 6 1 8 

21-35 19 7 1 

36-50 10 4 3 

51-65 4 3 4 

66≤ 0 5 1 

 

Table 2: Sample: an overview of the respondents and key demographic characteristics in the three national 

contexts, China, Denmark and the US. 

 

All 152 interviews were transcribed and coded for any interesting passages or topics. A thematic 

analysis of the transcribed material in the original language was then undertaken separately by all 

three researchers. The coding scheme was established, and constantly developed through 

comparisons between respondents in the given national context, and later across national contexts. 

In that way, the iterative coding process gave rise to frequent re-coding of the material. Upon sharing 

key themes and immanent findings between the researchers, some themes stood out as more 

general whereas others were only relevant to certain contexts. The transcripts were again analysed 

for omitted and overseen aspects related to the overall theme of managing communication with 

social ties. For this article, the primary data source was the interviews, while the diaries served as 

prompts in the conversations.   

 

Analysis 

In our qualitative analysis, we group communication forms into text-based communication (e.g. text 

messages, emails), voice-based communication (e.g. voice messages. phone calls) and face-to-face 

communication. We so for two reasons: First, respondents in our fieldwork consistently emphasized 
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the differences between the three categories as being the most significant in their communication 

choices. Second, by grouping communication channels into these three categories, we make it easier 

to compare communication choices that are situated in very different media landscapes across 

national contexts, and to examine, specifically, the ways in which mediated communication relates 

to, and intersects with, face-to-face communication. 

From the analysis, five criteria emerged that people consider, across cultures, in their communication 

with their strong and weak ties, including family, close friends, relatives and acquaintances. We name 

these criteria Efficiency, Sensibility, Ephemerality, Insistency, and Availability. When people manage 

communication with their social ties, their considerations about one or more of these five criteria 

inform their communication choices. Their considerations are based on an evaluation of the balance 

between the strength of the tie(s), the (dis)advantages of the communication type (text-based, voice-

based or face-to-face), as well as the conversational context and content.  

For our respondents, the first two criteria, efficiency and sensibility, focus on making themselves 

understood, as well as understanding the other person better in conversational situations that relate 

to either instrumental or emotional exchanges. Ephemerality is evaluated when the conversational 

content is intimate and private, and the leaking of that content could potentially have negative social 

consequences. Insistency concerns how pushy or polite people want to be when they reach out to 

social ties. Lastly, the respondents adjust how available they are to different social ties in different 

situations.  

The five criteria are not developed from the social ties theory, but stem from the analysis of how 

people understand they ways in which they communication with different ties. While inductively 

derived, these criteria nevertheless relate to different types of ties, their measurements 

(Granovetter, 1973), and the different functions of those ties (e.g. Haythornthwaite, 2005; Small, 

2017). 

Based on the findings of previous studies as well as the indications of the quantitative survey data 

above, we went into the analysis with the assumption that we would find large differences between 

the three national contexts in the ways respondents discussed their considerations of how to 

communicate with social ties.  However, interestingly, those differences failed to appear in all but the 

last criterion: Availability. In other words, even though people communicate differently, it does not 
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mean that they have vastly different considerations of the (dis)advantages of different forms of 

communication.  

That is not to say, of course, that cultural differences are unimportant in shaping people’s 

communication. Cultural differences can be observed and measured (e.g. Hofstede, 2001), and they 

manifest in different communication patterns (see Table 1 above). However, through our fieldworks, 

we have found that the way people consider and evaluate forms of communication in relation to 

their social network cut across those differences. In sum: People have similar considerations and 

think, by and large, about the same things, and in the same way, when managing their 

communication with social ties – even as these considerations do often result in different 

communicative choices. 

Below, we further explain the five criteria by giving examples from the fields. We first list the four 

criteria that are considered in similar ways by people across the three national contexts, and then 

present the last criteria, which shows differences.  

 

Efficiency 

Considerations regarding efficiency are related to instrumental exchanges of information with both 

weak and strong ties. We find that when people want efficiency of communication, they tend to favor 

face-to-face interactions over phone calls or mediated voice communication, while text-based 

communication is generally the least favored. People’s decision to choose one form of 

communication over another is mainly tied to how some forms of communication are less suited to 

handle information-heavy discussions.  

In China, Chun, a 19-year-old colleague student in Beijing, describes how complicated conversations 

that require a more thorough dialogue can be inefficient in writing:  

 “For example, if you discuss a topic for the debate competition, you should do it face to face. 

Or when it is a group assignment. So, if things get complicated, I will choose to handle them 

through face to face communication. (…) Typing in text messages is way more troublesome, 

as you cannot convey your ideas clearly through only one or two sentences.” 
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Ryan, a 19-year-old college student in the US, address similar problems related to text-based 

messages when conveying information, and explains that the problem becomes even more 

pronounced when several people are involved:  

“We have a group chat where everyone can talk, but it’s a lot of interruptions sometimes, ‘cos 

you’ll send a message, reading someone else’s message, but by the time you’ve sent yours 

there’s another one in. So that’s fine for talking about a movie in like a casual sense. But a 

bunch of us are thinking about moving in together in an apartment off campus so we’ll say 

‘hey, when can we meet up to talk in person about this?’” 

As he explains, this quick back-and-forth works for simple and straight-forward communication, but 

as soon as more complex information needs to be efficiently shared between ties, they will halt their 

conversation and wait until they can meet face to face. 

Kirsten, a 21-year-old student and part time social media manager in Denmark, also describes how, 

if you need to get a lot of things done in short time, you have to meet face to face. She refers to an 

incident the day prior where she met up with a weak tie that she would not usually get together with:  

“The reason why we met physically and didn’t call or wrote each other, I think that’s about 

that you can’t… you know, you can get a lot more out of an hour by meeting and talking about 

it […] I just prefer it, I think, when it’s about getting more out of it.”  

The quotes show that people have efficiency as a criterion when considering how to best exchange 

intricate information. People agree that they can better control the conversational flow and find it 

easier to interpret and understand the information through face-to-face communication. In other 

words, they generally prefer to conduct information heavy conversations with both strong and weak 

ties through face-to-face interactions.  

 

Sensibility 

While efficiency was tied to instances of instrumental exchanges, the criterion of sensibility is related 

to emotional exchanges between mainly strong ties, but also at times emotional exchanges between 

weaker ties (Small, 2017).  
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Except for a few exceptions, respondents in all three national contexts argue that conflicts usually 

call for face-to-face interactions, because of the range of social cues that this type of communication 

affords. Simultaneously, conflicts in writing are often described by respondents as being prone to 

misunderstandings that could otherwise have been avoided. Considerations about sensibility in 

people’s communication, then, differ from efficiency in that the prioritization of face-to-face 

communication is based on how social cues help convey the emotional aspects of the conversation.  

Cuomu, a 43-year-old librarian in Lhasa, Tibet, describes how her colleague had been struggling at 

work and because of this he had been having dramatic mood swings. This situation called for her, as 

his boss, to talk to him. By being present together, she was able to “see his immediate reactions” to 

her words and, as she says, correspondingly adjust her conversational strategy to best comfort him.  

Also focusing on conflict, Jane in the US – a 63-year-old retired lawyer that volunteers at an 

architecture foundation – explains a situation that had played out the day prior: She had fallen out 

with a colleague who had emailed her something that upset her, and she wanted to talk to her about 

the issue. She goes on to explain that, although it would have been quicker, emails or even phone 

calls in her view were ill-suited:  

“About that particular incident, when I got the first email […] I wrote immediately a couple of 

emails but I waited a while before I sent them, and I reread them and I - I’m aware of how 

easy it is to misconstrue things in email, and I think that emotional kind of outbursts are not 

well suited to email. Sometimes I will write the emails just to do it and then I will delete it. 

Just like “ok”, now how am I really gonna deal with this? [···] And, as it turned out, fortunately 

I think, we didn’t end up talking on the phone, and I ended up seeing her that night.”  

Jane is aware, she states elsewhere, that what started the conflict was that her colleague sent her an 

email instead of breaking bad news to her in person. Although she drafts a reply in email, she decides 

to wait until they can talk face-to-face, because emails, in her view, are easily misinterpreted due to 

the lack of social cues.  

The above analytical examples relate to social ties at the workplace. Noah, a 21-year-old bartender 

in Copenhagen, instead, describes aspects of emotional conversations with his father, who lives in 

Canada. He explains that even with video call platforms like Skype or later FaceTime, conflicts with 

his father have always been quite difficult to handle. While he has been able to express his feelings, 
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he has missed the close proximity and physical cues of face-to-face interactions: “there’s something 

weird, the fact that you can’t see everything that’s going on and you can’t touch each other if you 

need to.”  

The two criteria, efficiency and sensibility, elaborate on the finding that people tend to prefer face-

to-face interactions with strong ties, as it is typically with these types of ties that for instance 

emotionally charged situations play out. But additionally, it shows that people will also prefer face-

to-face communication with weaker ties, if they find themselves in situations where they have either 

informationally heavy, or emotionally intense conversations with them.  

 

Ephemerality 

Another criterion people consider is whether or not their communication should be ephemeral – 

meaning that the communication is temporary and leaves no evidence of the conversation. People’s 

deliberations about the need for ephemerality in their communication with social ties are primarily 

informed by the content of the conversation, as well as the intimacy of the tie. As the following 

examples show, people across the three field sites consider the need for ephemerality based on an 

evaluation of the imagined consequences of others in their social networks seeing the content of the 

conversation. This evaluation also includes deliberations about the levels of trust between ties – 

which differs between strong and weak ties. Interestingly, in none of the countries, people mentioned 

government or company surveillance as reasons for the need for ephemerality. Also, the elephant in 

the room when discussing ephemerality is the sharing of sexual content, which was only mentioned 

rarely and in passing in the interviews, with no reference to personal experiences. 

First, in the US, Molly, a 42-year-old mother of three and part time lecturer of law at a local university, 

explains:  

"I speak more freely to people in person than I do over text or on email. […]. I am very careful 

about what I put in my texts and my emails and about the way that I say things and what it is 

that I say. And I always assume that somebody else is gonna read it.”  

Molly, expresses a desire for ephemerality when she fears the social consequences her words could 

have for her if they were to leave the intimate setting of a private conversation. Continuing, she 

describes how, when her sister and her sister’s wife had relationship problems, she decided to 
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console her sister over text, because the sister does not like talking over the phone, thereby setting 

aside her own desire for ephemerality. Later, the couple ended up staying married, and the sister’s 

wife saw the messages Molly had sent, which has put a strain on her and Molly’s relationship. Molly 

knew that their conversations were at risk of being read by the sister’s wife, but she prioritized to 

offer emotional support to her sister through whichever channels the sister preferred. This example 

also highlights the fact that communication choices are always part of a negotiation. 

Similar considerations were observed in the Danish context. Hanne, a 21-year-old real estate intern, 

explains that handling disagreements over text or instant messaging is problematic because it leaves 

behind proof of the harsh and sometimes hurtful things that can be said in the heat of moment:  

“It also depends on what it is you’re writing about and stuff like that, but actually, in a way it 

can also be nice to have talked [face-to-face] and that you don’t have the proof of what each 

other wrote, right?”  

Lastly, in the context of China, the app WeChat offers the ability to retract a message for up to two 

minutes after it was sent and potentially viewed by the recipient. As such, the platform incorporates 

ephemerality, although not as organically as in face-to-face interactions or on other platforms such 

as Snapchat, where ephemerality is a central feature. Like the example from the US, the example 

below also shows that considerations of how to communicate are part of a negotiation process. Wei, 

a 20-year-old college student in Beijing, explains how he was messaging a friend on WeChat who 

decided to use the retract function to remove evidence of the secret she had just shared with him: 

 “She sent one sentence, and then she retracted that sentence. She sent another sentence, 

and then she also retracted that sentence. She did it to prevent the secret from leaking. It 

seems that she doesn’t really trust me, and worries that I will tell others. So, she deleted it 

and ruined all the evidence.” 

To Wei, his friend’s perceived consequences of leaving behind proof showed distrust in him, and that 

he, to avoid such issues, would prefer to discuss secrets face-to-face. 

 

Insistency  
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Related to both instrumental and emotional exchange, people consider how insistent they want to 

be in their choice of communication. Insistency is associated with people’s considerations about how 

pushy or polite they want to be. That is, when considering insistency as a criterion, people evaluate 

text messages, phone calls, and face-to-face conversations based on: 1) how quick they want the 

other person(s) to respond; 2) how much attention they want them to devote to the conversation; 

and 3) how much freedom they want to give them to leave or ignore the conversation. Across the 

three countries, text-based messages are considered the least insistent form of communication 

because it allows people to read and reply at their convenience. For instance, Sophia, a 19-year-old 

student in the US, mentions that she initiates communication through text messages when she wants 

to allow the other person to respond in their own time. Comparing text messages with phone calls, 

Fatma, a 25-year-old Danish teacher states:  

“I just think sometimes it is a bit more manageable and easier in writing (…) I can take care of 

it when I have time and feel like it, whereas with phone calls, then I have to take care of it at 

that moment." 

In Fatma’s description, phone calls require immediate reaction and more consistent attention in 

comparison with text messages and, therefore, it is considered to be a more insistent way of reaching 

out to social ties.  

By all comparisons, face-to-face conversations are generally considered the most insistent way of 

reaching out. It not only requires the other person to react immediately and in the words of Sanne, 

a 44-year-old Danish consultant, “offer their full attention”, but it also leaves people very little room 

to avoid the conversation. Qing, a 30-year-old housekeeper in China, tells a long story about her 

asking a favor from a school principal, a latent tie to her, concerning her seven-year-old son. However, 

the school principal never accepted her friend request on WeChat and also never picked up her 

phone calls. Therefore, she decided to visit his house and ask him face-to-face. Even though this is a 

very extreme case, it shows that the school principal was able to ignore her until she knocked on his 

door.  

The three cases show how people consider insistency as it relates to different forms of 

communication with text-based messages as the least insistent, and face-to-face communication as 

the most. This finding also elaborates on the survey data in Table 1 – people communicate less face-
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to-face with weaker ties, as they do not want to come across as impolite or too aggressive when they 

reach out.  

 

Availability  

Respondents across countries discuss how they engage with different communication media to 

maximize or minimize their connectivity with strong and weak ties. However, the criterion of 

availability is the only one in which there is a clear difference in how people’s considerations manifest 

between cultural contexts. That is, the respondents in the US and Denmark generally valuate 

different media based on their capacity to minimize availability – especially to weak ties – whereas 

respondents in China evaluate media based on how they can maximize their availability to the entire 

social network.  

In Denmark and the US, many respondents describe how they will assign physical spaces for their 

otherwise mobile media – like placing a smartphone in the bedroom all day, or leaving the work 

laptop at work – in order to minimize their availability through both text-based and voice-based 

communications. For instance, in Denmark, Tim, a 57-year-old minister explains:  

“In the evening, I always leave my phone in my [home] office, then I can sometimes hear it 

when it rings and sometimes I can’t hear it, but emails and texts, I don’t hear those. Then 

maybe I’ll pass by a couple of times during the evening to see if anyone’s called.” 

This quote from Tim shows how, in minimizing his availability, he takes advantage of the fact that 

some communication forms are less insistent, and thus easier to ignore. 

In the US, John, a 56 years old church janitor and artist, uses a different method for limiting his 

availability, as he only ever answers phone calls from his boss, his father and his brothers, since their 

calls usually indicate emergencies at work or at home. All other calls, however, go to voicemail. In 

that way, John exemplify a strategy that consistently limits his availability, especially through voice-

based communication. 

In contrast, people in China rarely mention such limitation strategies. Rather, they focus on the 

capacity of the internet to maximize their availability. For instance, Chinese respondents consistently 

reported cases of using multiple media in parallel: they keep WeChat running on their phones while 
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engaging in other activities, as they are afraid that they might miss out on someone reaching out, 

especially, for their help. As an example of this, Yuan a 27 years old HR officer in Shanghai, explains 

why she always has WeChat open on her mobile phone when she watches TV:  

“I have to constantly check if something comes up from work, and if my boss contacts me. 

You know, it is very intense at my work. Or to check if my friends or family need anything from 

me. I will always try to reply to them immediately if I can.” 

The above differences in availability management relate, among other aspects, to cultural differences 

between the three countries. In the following section, we discuss central aspects of these cultural 

differences as they relate to considerations about the criterion of availability. Before this, in Table 3 

below we briefly summarize the five criteria by stating how they relate to social ties, the 

conversational context, and content.  
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Efficiency 

Efficiency relates to instrumental exchanges with both strong and weak ties, and 
is considered when a conversation conveys complex information.  

Þ Across cultures, people prefer face to face, followed by voice communication, 
and try to avoid text-based messages. 

Sensibility 

Sensibility relates to emotional exchanges and, consequently, is mostly a criterion 
people consider when communicating with strong ties. Considerations about 
sensibility concerns the efforts to make sure emotionally charged statements are 
not misunderstood.  

Þ People strive to incorporate as many social cues as possible, and thus prefer 
face to face, followed by voice communication, and try to avoid text-based 
messages. 

Ephemerality 

Ephemerality relates to emotional exchanges, and is tied to the intimacy and 
emotional intensity of a tie. People consider ephemerality when they believe that 
there could be social consequences if the message is leaked to others in their 
network.  

Þ People find text-based communications (e.g. emails, text messages) highly 
risky for leaving the evidence, whereas face-to-face match their need for 
ephemerality the best. 

Insistency 

Insistency relates to both instrumental and emotional exchanges, and is a 
criterion that can be present with both strong and weak ties. A high level of 
insistency can indicate either urgency in the communication or an imbalance in 
reciprocal services.  

Þ Across national contexts, people consider text-based messages to be least 
insistent, followed by voice communication. Face to face interactions are 
considered the most insistent.  

Availability 

Availability as a criterion in communications with social ties relates to frequency 
of contact.  

Þ No general findings cut across nations. In China, people make themselves as 
available as possible to both strong and weak ties. Contrary to this, people in 
Denmark and the US use strategies to limit availability for weak ties. 

Table 3: A summary of the five criteria outlined in the analysis. 
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Discussion – cultural differences 

As a particular contribution of this article, the similarities identified in the four sections devoted to 

efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, and insistency testify to certain universal aspects of human social 

life that do not vary considerably across cultures. In other words, the respondents share experiences 

and perspectives on the role and nature of social relationships, which in turn inform their attitudes 

towards different ways of communicating. In the last category, availability, however, we see 

differences in how people manage communication that can be traced back to cultural distinctiveness 

– related to East-Asian and Western societies, and to the specific Chinese, American, and Northern 

European contexts that we engage with. These differences, especially, have to do with how people 

relate to each other, and to different principles of group formation (Herrmann-Pillath, 2016). 

Hermann-Pillath uses the Chinese sociologist Fei (1939) to argue that social network formation and 

utilization are fundamentally different between Western societies and the Chinese, as a specific 

Eastern context. Fei proposes two key concepts – “group pattern” and “differential pattern” – to 

explain the Western and Chinese principles of forming social groups and networks. Western societies 

are associated with a “group pattern” (tuanti geju), which emphasizes the role of specific 

communities for dealing with specific aspects of everyday life; whereas, the Chinese society is 

associated with a “differential pattern” (chaxu geju) where relations among concrete people, or in 

social circles, are key. For instance, when facing problems in everyday life, people apply different 

strategies dependent on the type of network structure they are in. Western people are engaged in 

multiple social communities (e.g. unions, religious groups, and a multitude of informal associations 

that center around particular everyday issues), which means, they are more likely to turn to one of 

these communities when they encounter problems – unions for work related issues, the church for 

existential crises, etc. By contrast, Chinese people place more emphasis on their immediate network 

and the individual interpersonal relations, because they are dependent on them for solving a wide 

range of personal problems in daily life.  

In China, the significance of maintaining and using both strong and weak social ties to navigate in 

society can be traced back to the prevalent guanxi culture. Guanxi is a social network theory that 

relate to the Chinese context specifically, and it can be loosely translated to “relationships” or 

“connections”. In guanxi, reciprocity between individuals is considered as the core value, and the 

principle of reciprocity entails that relationships are emotionally binding and ethically obliging (Yang, 
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1994). This reciprocal obligation grounds Chinese people’s extensive endeavor of staying available at 

all times. Consequently, guanxi culture fundamentally shapes people’s understandings of the societal 

structure as a web of social relationships (Bian, 1994) in which people form the nodes through which 

information and resources flow consistently. The development of digital and especially mobile media 

has paved the way for being “always on” across time and space. By all comparisons, the Danish and 

American societies are much less dependent on social ties and their reciprocal services for handling 

problems, getting things done, etc. In the US, different versions of volunteerism and philanthropy 

(See e.g. Winterich & Zhang, 2014) become the answer or solution in many of the situations that, in 

China, would call for reaching out and asking favors of one’s ties. In Denmark, the extensive welfare 

state regime (see e.g. Trenz and Grasso 2018) means that people are likewise less dependent on their 

social ties in all matters that are not strictly emotional support. In conclusion, the different social and 

economic safety net constellations in Denmark and the US make the array of potential favors that 

people might ask of their peers much less urgent than in China, where such constellations operate 

poorly.  

Lastly, the much less prevalent yet existing difference between availability strategies in Denmark and 

the US can, in part, be traced back to different traditions of valuing and maintaining work/life balance. 

Whereas digital technologies have made the boundary between work and home much more fluid 

across cultures (Gregg, 2011), American work culture still contrasts the Danish insofar as work hours 

are longer, vacations fewer and further apart, and, most importantly to the present study, employees 

are more available to the employers outside the office and outside regular work hours. 

 

Conclusion 

This article has examined how people consider different ways of communicating with different social 

ties. Departing from a brief overview of communication patterns across social ties in Denmark, US, 

and China, the article focused, through qualitative fieldwork, on mapping the criteria people have 

when considering these combinations. Through qualitative data analysis, we found five criteria that, 

at different times, inform people’s communicative choices. These were efficiency, sensibility, 

ephemerality, insistency, and availability. Contrary to our initial assumptions, we found many 

similarities in how people consider the different criteria – even though these considerations often 
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lead to different outcomes (as exemplified in the quantitative data). We did, however, find 

differences in how people across national contexts approached the criterion of availability. Here, 

respondents in China indicated that they implement strategies to maximize their availability for both 

their strong and weak ties, while respondents in Denmark and the US implemented strategies to 

minimize availability for their weak ties. One reason for this difference could be found in the distinct 

societal structures and cultural traditions of the three national contexts.   

This analysis contributes to social ties theory by showing why and how people communicate with 

different social ties in different ways. That is, we de facto accept the quantification of society and 

social relations laid out by previous social ties literature, but also show how those quantifiable 

measurements of tie strength and tie functions can be elaborated on in order to explain people’s 

individual communication choices.  

Our findings indicate that the way people evaluate different communication forms, (text-based 

communication, voice-based communication or face-to-face communication) is motivated by more 

universal aspects of social life. Consequently, when a shared communication technology is 

introduced in different cultural contexts, similar considerations of how to incorporate it into existing 

communication practices materializes. 

To conclude, there is a discrepancy between the differences in how people communicate with 

different social ties as they appear in the survey findings in Table 1 and the vast majority of similarities 

found in the interview analysis. To further contribute to the extension of social ties theory, future 

research should look into the question of culture-dependent differences in how people weigh tie 

strength, communication content and conversational context when considering how to 

communicate. 
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Conclusion 

Through this dissertation, I have sought to answer the question of how people in the United States 

make use of the internet in their everyday life, with special reference to how those uses interact and 

intersect with other communicative activities. I set out to do so by talking to people and having them 

relay to me, through interviews and diaries, their daily life, communication patterns and attitudes 

toward the internet, thereby collecting thick descriptions of the interrelation of the internet, other 

forms of communication, and the rest of their lives. These descriptions were then analyzed with 

special attention to the material, institutional, and cultural factors determining and conditioning 

internet use. 

I have divided the dissertation into two parts, the first of which concentrates on the internet as a 

material and institutional infrastructure. In this part, consisting of the chapter Configuring the 

Internet, I examine the historical development of the internet, as influenced by the nature of the 

technological innovations, the market economy, and regulatory decisions. I argue that the internet 

infrastructure determines, in the first instance, how people are able to use the internet in their daily 

lives. I further note how key infrastructural developments and innovations can be seen to map onto 

actual uses of the internet, as reported by my participants. 

Part two of the dissertation turns to the users of the internet. In the chapter Using the Internet, I 

examine how communication, including uses of the internet, is conditioned by cultural predilections. 

I do so by conceptualizing culture as symbolic arrangements, and communication as both the means 

and medium through which these symbolic arrangements are given meaning, shared, and 

negotiated. I further characterize the internet as a distinctive communication technology that has 

provided people with new possibilities for communicating – for sharing and producing meaning.  
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I situate the three articles within this dual framework of technological determination and cultural 

conditioning. The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography Across 

Platforms, Media and Contexts” presents the research method employed for the conduct of 

fieldwork by myself and my co-authors. Combining diaries and interviews, the method offers a way 

of following people and their communication as they move across different contexts, media, and 

platforms in the space and time of everyday life. The second article, “Managing Context Collapses. 

The Internet as a Conditioning Technology in the Organization of Practices”, demonstrates how the 

internet collapses offline contexts and presents users with a greater responsibility to manage and 

organize their daily practices, giving rise to a range of strategies by individuals in different life 

circumstances. Lastly, article three, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, maps how people in different cultural 

contexts consider and valuate the use of different communication channels for different social ties 

and in different situations, including the question of whether and how to make themselves available 

to their ties. 

Through these findings, I have made both empirical, methodological and theoretical contributions. 

Empirically, I have added to the understanding of how people incorporate the internet into their daily 

life by centering analyses on the individual. The empirical contributions appear mainly from articles 

two and three. Here, I show how the internet facilitates both particular ways of organizing everyday 

practices and particular ways of managing communication with one’s social ties. The methodological 

contribution lies in the design of the qualitative data collection. Together with my co-authors, I have 

developed a way of collecting data about individuals as they move about and communicate through 

different communication channels in different situations. Finally, through articles two and three, I 

have made theoretical contributions to practice theory and social ties theory, respectively. In relation 

to practice theory and its application in communication research, I refine the understanding of how 

people’s doings and sayings interrelate in the constitution of media-related activities. In relation to 

social ties theory, the third article shows how this theory can be expanded to account for the 

management of communication by individuals: why they make themselves more or less available, 

and why they may prefer one form of communication over another. In sum, through the focus on 

everyday uses of the internet, I have mapped some of the specific ways in which people engage with 

the internet infrastructure; I have outlined how to examine the intersections and intertwining of a 
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person’s communications, and showed how the relationship between everyday life and the internet 

can be explained – and used to explain aspects of everyday life in general.  

However, my analyses are based on a small cross-section of individuals in a unique place and time: 

The participants were speaking to me as members of a particular sociocultural environment, and 

discussing an internet infrastructure that was, and continues to be, constantly changing. Their 

empirical statements exemplify internet use as the outcome of distinctive cultural conditionings as 

well as technological determinations in the first instance. The first chapter identified the internet 

infrastructure of 2017 as the latest iteration of a continuous process of development; the second 

chapter conceptualized culture as a process carried by communication in which meaning is 

sedimented, disseminated and negotiated over time. This dissertation, then, testifies to an ever-

evolving internet being incorporated into the ever-changing lives of individuals. 

 

As I write this last paragraph, I can’t help but wonder what my participants are doing now, two years 

after I first met them. Does Rachel still leave her phone in the kitchen every Sunday? Has Peter taken 

computer classes at the senior center like he wanted to? Does Rae still feel like she has to adapt her 

life to the internet? Has Daniela reinstalled her social media on her phone after she went off to 

college? What about two years farther into the future, or ten? Only future studies will be able to tell 

how the material, institutional, and cultural conditions of communication may have changed, and 

how this has affected people’s evaluations and uses of the internet.  
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English Summary 

This dissertation examines how people in the United States make use of the internet in their daily 

life. It does so by presenting three articles based on fieldwork carried out in the US in the latter half 

of 2017, and by joining them together through a shared framework. 

The first two chapters make up the framework for the articles, and argues that infrastructure and 

culture both influence people’s internet uses, but that they do not do so equally intensely or 

decisively. After making this theoretical argument, the three articles are presented: The first article, 

“Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, media and 

contexts” outlines the research design used to collect the ethnographic data that is the basis of this 

dissertation. The second article, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a Conditioning 

Technology in the Organizing of Practices”, examines how people use the internet in the structuring 

of daily life, and builds on the premise that the internet has the capacity to collapse offline contexts. 

The third article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns 

in China, Denmark and the US”, is a cross-cultural comparison of the criteria people have when 

considering how to communicate with social ties. 

Empirically, the dissertation contributes findings that add to the growing body of literature examining 

the internet in everyday life. The methodological contribution is made in article one, which offers a 

research design that makes it possible to examine how people’s internet uses interact and intersect 

with other types of communication in their daily life. Lastly, the theoretical contributions stem from 

the unique coupling of infrastructure- and user perspectives in the article framework, and from 

articles two and three that contribute to practice theory and social ties theory respectively. 
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Danish Summary 

Denne afhandling undersøger, hvordan folk i USA gør brug af internettet i deres dagligdag. Det gør 

den ved at præsentere tre artikler, der er baseret på feltarbejde, som blev udført i USA i den sidste 

halvdel af 2017 og ved at koble dem sammen gennem en fælles kappe. 

De første to kapitler udgør kappen for artiklerne og argumenterer at infrastruktur og kultur begge 

har indflydelse på folks internetbrug, men at de ikke gør det med samme intensitet eller resoluthed. 

Efter at have gennemgået dette teoretiske argument præsenteres de tre artikler: Den første artikel, 

“Tracing Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography Across Platforms, Media and 

Contexts” skitserer forskningsdesignet som blev brugt til at indsamle det etnografiske materiale der 

ligger til grund for afhandlingen. Anden artikel, “Managing Context Collapses. The Internet as a 

Conditioning Technology in the Organizing of Practices”, undersøger hvordan folk bruger internettet 

til at strukturere hverdagslivet og baserer sig på præmissen, at internettet har en kapacitet til at 

kollapse offline kontekster. Den tredje artikel, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties 

Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US” er en tværkulturel 

sammenligning af de kriterier folk har, når de overvejer hvordan de vil kommunikere med deres 

sociale netværk. 

Empirisk bidrager afhandlingen med resultater der tilføjer ny viden til den voksende mængde 

litteratur der fokuserer på internettet i hverdagen. Det metodiske bidrag kommer fra den første 

artikel, som præsenterer et forskningsdesign der gør det muligt at undersøge, hvordan internettet 

benyttes i samspil med andre former for kommunikation. Endeligt stammer de teoretiske bidrag fra 

koblingen af infrastruktur- og brugerperspektiver i kappen, og fra anden og tredje artikel, der bidrager 

til henholdsvis praksisteori (practice theory) og netværksteori (social ties theory). 
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Appendix 

Appendix A: The People 

The fieldwork that was carried out in the US is comprised of seventeen participants in four different 

networks. Of the seventeen participants, eleven are women and six are men. Eight of them live with 

a partner (six are partners with another participant, making three couples), and three have children 

living at home. thirteen participants are Caucasians, three are Hispanic and one is African American. 

They have a wide range of educational backgrounds, everything from finishing 8th grade to graduate 

level, and a similarly disparate income. In this section, I will introduce the people who make up the 

data that my study is built on, the contexts I am meeting them in, the relations they have with each 

other and the values they hold both in general and in relation to media and the internet. 

 

Religious network 

The first network of people who participated in the study is centered around the catholic church, 

specifically a church located in a less affluent part of the northside of Chicago. The church has a large 

and racially diverse parish, which is why they perform sermons in both English and Spanish. The 

church is very visible in the community as it stands as a massive renaissance inspired building amidst 

the smaller bricked three-flat buildings common to Chicago. It is also visible in its role in the 

community as it runs a catholic school next to the church, and a food pantry where people in need 

can get food. This is where I met Peter, his assistant, John, and Angela, a volunteer. 
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Peter  

Peter is a 73-year-old deacon in the catholic church with 52 years of clerical experience. When I first 

met Peter, he was sitting in his small office in the church food pantry, stacks of religious books, 

newspaper cutouts, old pamphlets and photos scattered in piles on chairs and shelves, and an old 

typewriter tucked away in the corner. “That’s an antique, but it still works” he remarked. Peter does 

not own a computer. He owns an old flip phone which he can use to make and receive phone calls, 

but if someone sends him a text message, he will go to the kids in the school next door and have 

them help him pull it up. When asked about his feelings towards these new ways of communicating, 

Peter replied: “I personally think emails are a passive aggressive way of communicating. I do not like 

emails. And I know many priests and bishops refuse to work through email. I know it’s the big thing 

with millennials but I found, in my ministry, that you gotta talk to people […].” 

 

John 

John, 56, spends most of his time in his studio where he paints religious icons. In order to afford his 

space, John receives patronage from the church. In return, he will spend a few hours every day 

helping Peter take care of various tasks. John started his career as a monk, but quickly learned that 

silence, a virtue in the monastery, was going to pose a problem for him. So instead, he decided to 

devote his attention to the arts. John uses the internet a lot throughout his day, both on his laptop 

in his studio and on his smartphone to read the news, find information for a book he is writing, to 

keep in touch with friends and to sell and promote his paintings to buyers. John is clear when he 

states that he values the internet highly in his life. However, he still feels he has a lot to learn: “I don’t 

have the bandwidth to learn how to do that and do it well”, he says when talking about using social 

media to promote his art, “which is why I have to rely on the help of younger people that are a little 

more tech savvy.” 

 

Angela 

Angela, a 50-year-old freelance Amazon driver, who knows Peter and John through her extensive 

volunteer work at the church. She is a first-generation immigrant from Zimbabwe and has a degree 

in wealth management but, as she says: “somehow that has reiterated towards the poor.” Angela 
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always carry three mobile phones and two laptops with her in a large purse. Her phones are split 

between the three major parts of her life: one is for personal life, one is for volunteer work and the 

third she uses for her Amazon delivery job. Regarding the laptops she says: “Well my laptop, when 

one dies, I need to have something because I cannot disconnect that much.” Being connected is 

hugely important for her to be able to do her work, coordinate her different volunteer jobs and stay 

in touch with her diasporic family. The importance of the internet to Angela became even more 

apparent when I asked her what she would be doing if she lost connection to the internet: “I wouldn’t 

be doing anything except go ‘oh my god oh my god!’ I think that, the difference for me, if the internet 

went away, it would take my life with it.” 

 

Higher education network 

The second network is focused on of Jane, a 63-year-old woman, and her social relations. I got in 

contact with Jane through an acquaintance who is married to her daughter. Jane lives in Chicago and 

has her network centered in the city and the surrounding suburbs. The network centered around her 

consists of women who all have a high level of education, and an above average household income. 

Two of her contacts she knows through her work as a pro bono mediator, and the last is a long-term 

friend who has a daughter that used to go to school with Jane’s son.  

 

Jane 

I met Jane, a 67-year-old retiree, at a café close to her home. Even though she is formally retired, she 

keeps herself occupied by running a small real estate business, doing architecture tours around 

Chicago and offering pro bono mediation. To Jane, the internet plays an important role in the 

coordination of her diverse activities, especially as she is able to access it through mobile media: “I 

think that the satisfaction I’ve been able to have by doing all my volunteer activities and being in 

various pro bono activities and things like that, it lets me have a very flexible lifestyle.” Jane has a 

Facebook and a Twitter account, but only use them as newsfeeds. She follows the news rigorously 

and tries to get her information from a variety of sources: “I am obsessed with news and constantly 

looking at the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune, and Facebook where I read Fox.” She will 
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also seek out more humorous interpretations on current affairs by watching the late-night hosts like 

Steven Colbert, whose show she watches every night with her husband. 

 

Donna 

Donna is a 65-year-old retiree and a friend of Jane’s through more than 30 years. I met Donna in her 

and her husbands’ apartment, and quickly noticed the elaborate autumn flower arrangements on the 

dining room table. “I have a thriving free design business at the moment,” she tells me half-jokingly, 

where she helps friends and family with interior and exterior design. Before she retired, Donna 

worked as a regional manager for a multinational software development company. Because of her 

training and profession, Donna is well aware of the security risks associated with sharing data online: 

“I have a master’s degree in computer science, so I can conceive of ways to use data that would not 

be particularly friendly, shall we say.” For that reason, Donna tries her best to limit her digital 

footprint. For instance, she does not have any social media, and has bought a wallet that makes it 

impossible for thieves to scan her credit card. Despite her worries, the internet is still heavily 

integrated in many of Donna’s daily activities like following the news, emailing friends, playing word 

puzzles on her phone and finding new decorating ideas. 

 

Rachel 

Rachel is a 35-year-old mediator. Her and Jane mainly know each other because they co-wrote a 

paper on mediation. Rachel is very politically engaged, and values her job as a platform for her to 

contribute positively to her community by getting people talking and resolving conflicts. She is in the 

process of having her fiancée move in with her, which has introduced a lot of media to her apartment 

– like a TV – which she mainly uses to run a 12-hour video of a fish tank. Although she does not watch 

a lot of TV, Rachel is a heavy user of audiobooks and radio, which she listens to daily - at home and 

during her commute. When asked about her feelings toward the internet in general, she immediately 

took a global perspective: “The internet will help you find your people in a way that I think is so 

important. […] I feel like the internet is making me feel more like a global citizen.” But the positivity 

was caged a minute later: “If we can’t get a grip of the fake news thing, I think it will have made the 

world much worse.” 



 180 

 

Molly 

Molly, 40, is a mother of three young boys and a part time university law lecturer, and lives with her 

husband, kids and their nanny in the Chicago suburbs in a newly bought house. She knows both Jane 

and Rachel through their mediation practice, which Molly also used to do. Taking care of her three 

kids, aged two, five and seven, is what Molly spends most of her time on, getting them ready in the 

morning, driving them to and from school, sports, friends, and so forth. One big concern for Molly 

about the internet is how to regulate what her children are able to use it for: “When my kids are 

watching TV, I know what they’re watching. […] But, like, when they have an iPad and they’re 

watching a YouTube video and they go on to the next video, I have no idea what they’re watching, 

like, literally no idea.” In her own life, Molly uses the internet a lot, not least to stay in contact and 

coordinate with her husband through email while he is at work, or to keep in touch with her friends 

through social media. 

 

Student network 

The student network is centered around Ryan who I got in contact with when he responded to a 

Facebook post that a colleague of mine had posted about my project to a student Facebook group at 

his university in Chicago. The network consists solely of undergraduate students studying different 

majors. Ryan, as well as three of the other participants in the network, Kate, Sophia and Rae go to 

the same university, live in the same dorm on campus and all know each other. Kathy is Ryan’s long-

distance girlfriend who goes to university in Wisconsin.  

 

Ryan 

Ryan is 19 and studies civil engineering on his second year. Ryan is very active in his dorm, and help 

arrange a lot of social activities: “I very much appreciated the programming that others put on, so 

that’s why I’m taking it upon myself.” He moved to Chicago from New York, where his parents, 

brother and many of his old high school friends still live. He also has a girlfriend who moved from 

New York to Wisconsin to study, who he will talk to every day on Skype, and chat with on Facebook 
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Messenger and Snapchat. As such, Ryan uses the internet a lot to stay in contact with his scattered 

social ties, as well as to do his schoolwork and satisfy his news consumption. When asked if the 

internet had had a positive or negative impact on his life, he was unequivocal: “I am hard on the side 

that the internet has improved my life.” And a bit later when asked about the impact of the internet 

on the world: “I couldn’t give you a sum total of the lives saved by the internet, but I would stake a 

lot of money that it’s positive.” 

 

Kathy 

When I first talked to Kathy it was over Skype due to the long distance between where I was staying 

in Chicago and her dorm at the University in Wisconsin. Luckily, I got the chance to meet her in person 

a week later for our second interview, when I drove up to meet her and brought Ryan. Kathy, who is 

18, majors in astrophysics. Kathy mostly communicates with Ryan and her mom – Ryan through 

Skype, Snapchat and Facebook and her mom via regular phone calls and texts. However, she still has 

Snapchat streaks with her friends from New York. Although Kathy uses the internet to communicate 

with Ryan and her old friends, the most important thing she uses it for is her school work, which 

became apparent when she explains what happened when the Wi-Fi stopped working on campus for 

a week: “It was really hard to do homework, because everything is online now. And not being able to 

talk to people is inconvenient, but for the most part everyone I had to talk to were here.” 

 

Kate 

Kate is 19 and a film major, and lives with Ryan, Sophia and Rae in the dorm that she moved to from 

her parent’s house fifteen minutes away. Because of the short distance, she still sees her parents at 

least once a week when she is back in her home town for work, doing sound mixing and videography 

at a synagogue. To Kate, her daily responsibilities take up a lot of mental energy. When asked if there 

were any issues she was thinking about currently, Kate replied that schoolwork and her dorm 

activities weighted heavy on her: “there are some political things, but I’ve started to not think about 

them as much because they’re just more stress on top of focusing on school.” Her focus on school is 

echoed in her response to what she values most about the internet: “the thing I now find most helpful 

[…] was Google Drive. So, when I do group projects, which is fairly often now, or stuff within the dorm, 
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[…] We have that ability to just add the person’s email and they have access to everything instead of 

going ‘Here’s this USB with these Microsoft office things that don’t automatically get updated’.” 

 

Sophia 

Sophia, like Kate, is 19 and a film major and moved to the university from Connecticut in a town she 

described as a New York City suburb. She is a very sociable person and spends as much time as 

possible with her friends and family, either in person or through various forms of mediated 

communication. Sophia mainly uses Facebook Messenger and texting to chat with friends and family 

throughout the day. She does not have an Instagram account, but will Snapchat with Kate, though 

only with her: “she convinced me to get on and is really adamant about keeping up a streak, so I know 

it means a lot to her so I’ll keep it up.” Although a frequent user, Sophia is not a big fan of social 

media, and express worries about the negative impact of those platforms – worries that are indicative 

of her general concern with social issues: “you have things like cyber bullying, you know, there are 

more women who have problems with body image and stuff like that because of the prevalence of 

stuff like that on social media.”  

 

Rae 

Like Kate and Sophie, Rae is also a film major, aged 19. She is from a smaller city in Illinois, an hour 

drive from Chicago. She has a very close relationship with her parents, which she attributes to the 

fact that she was an only child, and will talk to them both every night. Rae has a long-distance 

relationship with her boyfriend who was in the navy, but whose contract was up a few months prior 

to me meeting her, meaning that he is now within driving distance and they get to see each other 

every week. During his time in the navy, Rae was heavily reliant on social media to keep in contact 

with him: “My laptop and I are very good friends because we have to be. […] And last time I talked 

about my boyfriend and I being long distance for a long time, and so a very big part of my life was 

also having a connection to him. So, in a lot of ways it was necessary for the way that I lived.” 
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Immigrant network 

The final network is centered around an immigrant family living in the outskirts of a mid-sized town 

in Indiana. I got in contact with Mariah, the mother in the family, through a friend’s colleague who 

knew her because she used to clean his and his wife’s house. Mariah has a husband and three 

children, and her husband, Javier, and their oldest daughter, Daniella, also participated in the study. 

The two final participants are Daniella’s boyfriend, Isaiah, and his best friend Eli. All the participants 

in this network work manual labor jobs. 

 

Mariah 

Mariah is 39 years old and works as a cleaner. “So, two weeks ago, my phone went to the washer. I 

make the laundry, and the first thing that hits the water is my cellphone. […] But I don’t feel worried 

about my cellphone, I don’t feel like I need my cellphone all the time,” Mariah tells me early on in the 

interview. When I first got in contact with her through email, it would always take a few weeks for 

her to reply because, I later learned, she did not know how to respond and would only do so with the 

help of her daughter. However, her phone does have important functions in her life – the family does 

have a computer, but she will only use it to play music or sermons from YouTube: She will use 

WhatsApp daily to exchange short voice messages with her mother and brother in Mexico, and she 

carries it with her at all times because her son has severe allergies and his school has to be able to 

reach her if he has an incident. After some consideration, Mariah concedes: “I don’t like to depend 

on my cellphone. But I depend.” 

 

Javier 

Javier is 41, Mariah’s husband, and father of their three children. He works as at a factory, the same 

place as Isaiah, where he makes sure that orders go out correctly, and as a handyman on his own, 

doing mainly gardening and other odd-jobs around the city. Being able to use one’s hands is very 

important to Javier, and one of his biggest concerns regarding the internet is how much time his 

children spend on it: “I try to bring my son a little bit to the side of ‘I know how to fix it, but I know 

how to manage a computer or the internet or whatever.’ I want him on both sides. You know, if I let 
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him do whatever he wants it’s gonna be ‘Hey, change your tire on your car.’ ‘I don’t know how!’ 

Really?” Javier is very interested in technology, but from a hardware perspective. To him, the 

interesting thing about a phone or a computer is not what you can do with it, but how it works, and 

when he buys a new phone or wearable, the novelty quickly wears off, and he sells it on Facebook – 

often with a profit. 

 

Daniella 

Daniella is the daughter of Mariah and Javier, 19, and in the process of moving in with her boyfriend, 

Isaiah. She works part time with her mother, cleaning houses and offices around town, and spends a 

few hours every week taking night classes so that she can get into college to study cyber security: “I 

like electronics. My dad has, since we were little, my dad has always bought different phones and 

different tablets and things like that. I’m really good at computers and stuff like that.” Since going to 

a sermon where the pastor talked about social media as a dividing force in the nation, Daniella has 

been very conscious about her social media use, and instead tries to get people to get to know each 

other as people rather than as enemies along political, or ethnic, lines: “’turn off your TV and go talk 

to your neighbor.’ And I feel like, for me, that really said a lot, in a sense, because normal people are 

watching the news and they’re not really talking to people to getting to know them more. So, it’s 

kinda like, turn off your TV and go talk to your neighbor!” 

 

Isaiah 

Isaiah is Daniella’s boyfriend and 18 years old. Isaiah has worked a lot of unskilled labor jobs. “I did 

asphalt with Eli actually, his dad owns a paving company and I did a lot of asphalt work with him for 

eight years,” he says, shrugging at the fact that he started working there when he was just ten years 

old. Unfortunately, he says, he had to quit because it was seasonal work and it was difficult to earn 

enough to last through the winter months. Instead, Isaiah recently got a job working the line at the 

factory that Javier, his father-in-law, also works at, a job that has him up at 4am every morning, home 

from work around 4pm and in bed at 8pm at the latest. This routine, coupled with the fact that 

phones and other devices are forbidden while he is working, means that Isaiah does not have much 

time to spend on social media: “I don’t know, once I get home I don’t really go on my phone that 
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much.” The little free time he does have at home he spends together with Daniella: “We watch a lot 

of, like, Hulu and Netflix and stuff like that.” 

 

Eli 

Eli, who is 19 years old, loves to work on his truck or his dirt bike when he is not working in his father’s 

asphalt company – a company he is to take over when his dad retires. Eli lives at home with his 

parents, and has a girlfriend that goes to college an hour away to be a nurse, whom he gets to see in 

person about once every other weekend, but they also stay in touch through social media. When 

asked how the internet has impacted his life, this is the point he emphasizes when he explains that it 

has definitely made his life easier: “Just, helpful, you know. It’s easier to contact people. Definitely 

that. Contacting people, you know.” However, when asked about the internet’s impact on the world, 

his answer becomes more nuanced: “I don’t believe it’s made the world a better place, no. Ah, social 

media hasn’t, I don’t believe, you know. In other aspects, helpful and stuff like that, yes. But in like 

social media and you know all this drama and political – definitely no. It’s just a bunch of garbage, 

you know.” 


